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"The horizon before dawn shall be red as blood"


Turmoil Part 1

Volume 5 - Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 1: Turmoil (1)

October 24, 1912. Beijing was already under martial law in broad daylight.

Shops and homes were bolted shut. The only people on the streets were patrolling Beiyang soldiers, police officers standing guard, and abandoned corpses. Aside from them, foreign soldiers on horseback trotted back and forth. Occasionally, foreign reporters could be seen taking photos along the road. The city was as desolate as a dead market. It was hard to imagine that this was Beijing, the capital of the Republic of China, which had been bustling with prosperity not long ago.

The closer one got to the Legation Quarter, the more foreign soldiers there were. Most were cavalry, patrolling the streets on tall horses, their visual presence particularly intimidating. The embassies of various nations were heavily guarded, with live ammunition loaded in the rifles of the soldiers strictly defending the gates. Inside, ministers were directing counselors to gather intelligence, sending telegrams to report to their home countries, or discussing countermeasures with core members.

The British Minister was perhaps the most anxious of all the foreign ministers in China. As the global hegemon and the leader of the current world order—at least nominally—Britain could not consider issues simply.

The Minister and the First Secretary sat in a small conference room. The topic of their discussion was not Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government close at hand, but the People's Party local government thousands of miles away, and a war tens of thousands of miles away.

On October 9, 1912, the "Balkan League," consisting of Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro, declared war on the Ottoman Empire with the support of Tsarist Russia after their demand for autonomy in Macedonia and Thrace was rejected. After fierce fighting, Serbian and Montenegrin forces occupied Macedonia and the Adriatic coast; Bulgarian forces controlled the area west of Istanbul; Greek forces occupied the Aegean islands; and the Ottoman army retreated to Edirne, Ioannina, and Scutari.

The Balkans were known as the powder keg of Europe. This region involved too many conflicting interests among the European powers. In the current situation where contradictions between the powers were constantly intensifying, they were barely maintaining basic autonomy and had not yet openly come to blows. The "3B Railway" plan proposed by the Germans—the Berlin-Istanbul-Baghdad railway—was a point of contention. Although the British felt this railway undermined geopolitics, under the insistence of Kaiser Wilhelm II, Britain had to hold its nose and accept it by 1912, allowing Germany to begin construction.

If the British built dreadnoughts, the Germans followed suit. Against the backdrop of the naval arms race, at least until a winner emerged, Britain actually wanted to maintain the current peace. In this regard, Germany, as the challenger, also needed temporary peace. The British Minister to China and the First Secretary didn't need to discuss these basic political facts too much. The situation they faced was that to cope with Germany's challenge, Britain had to stabilize the situation in various regions first so that they wouldn't be thrown into disarray by emergencies during wartime. The Beiyang government had undoubtedly caused the hard-won stability in the Far East to become turbulent again.

"I saw Yuan Shikai today. He appeared very confident," the British Minister said. He only wanted to say this much. In fact, if explained in diplomatic language, this could be the Minister's description of Yuan Shikai, or his negation of him. Because Yuan Shikai merely "appeared" confident.

The British Minister didn't want to waste words. Yuan Shikai was more than just confident; he had emphasized the strength of Beiyang with a boastful attitude, claiming that the mutinous soldiers were just a small group and that it was a trivial matter not worth mentioning. However, the intelligence obtained by the British side was quite different. The mutiny was by no means limited to Beijing alone.

On October 19, a mutiny occurred at Dongyue Temple outside Chaoyang Gate. The soldiers first looted fruit stands and food shops outside the gate, then joined up with mutinous soldiers inside Chaoyang Gate to loot separately. Gold and silver shops, jewelry stores, restaurants, and foreign goods shops were all ransacked. They also set fire to Dong'an Market, Dongsi Pailou, and other places, with the chaos lasting for three days.

At 4:00 PM on October 20, Yuan Shikai convened a meeting of senior military and political leaders in Beijing at the Yingbin Hall. It was decided to take immediate action to stop the spread of the chaos. In addition to issuing back pay owed to the troops who had not mutinied according to regulations, orders were given to the Yi Army to arrest any soldiers attempting further disorder. After receiving the order, Jiang Guiti, commander of the Yi Army, personally led his guards out to suppress the riots, executing on the spot any mutinous soldiers found looting indiscriminately.

Beijing seemed to have stopped the mutiny, but it subsequently spread from Beijing to Tianjin, Baoding, and Fengtai. The looting in Tianjin was even more severe than in Beijing. On the morning of October 21, the guard of the Viceroy of Zhili in Tianjin, the northern section police, and the patrol battalion led by Zhang Huaizhi were brewing a mutiny. At 8:00 PM, a train from Beijing arrived. Forty or fifty mutinous soldiers jumped off the train and immediately fired a volley of shots. The new train station caught fire, followed by fires at Dahutong, the Old Silver Dollar Factory, and the Mint. Gunshots rang out everywhere. Prosperous market streets, wealthy merchants, and both new and old foreign firms were burned and looted. First it was soldiers, then bandits, mixed with a few police officers, looting from door to door. Mutinous soldiers from Beijing continued to arrive in Tianjin, totaling over two thousand. The looting was quite organized. On the evening of October 22, they hijacked a train and headed for the Three Eastern Provinces. At midnight on the 22nd, police maintaining order captured over four hundred mutinous soldiers and bandits. They were executed at the East Road on the morning of the 23rd. Another twelve looters were executed at the North Gate on the afternoon of the 23rd, and only then did Tianjin stabilize.

When Yuan Shikai established the police system in Tianjin years ago, he was praised by various countries, who believed he was a talent capable of governing China. That was why the powers did not suppress him during his seizure of power later on. Now, Tianjin, the place where Yuan Shikai made his fortune, was also affected by the mutiny. Moreover, this mutiny was not caused by external forces; it was entirely the result of Yuan Shikai's inability to restrain his own subordinates. This couldn't help but greatly disappoint the British Minister, who had once strongly supported Yuan Shikai.

The First Secretary did not go see Yuan Shikai with the Minister; he went to see Tang Shaoyi, the Foreign Minister of the Beiyang government. Tang Shaoyi had returned from Germany. Although he spoke in official jargon to the British envoy, as a fellow diplomat, he very subtly indicated, "The Beiyang government has the ability to handle domestic issues, but if the British government could provide some economic support, the Beiyang government could solve the problems even better."

Exchanging intelligence, combined with what the British had gathered themselves, both the Minister and the Secretary believed that the Beiyang government was fundamentally incapable of solving the current problems. This mutiny was not an end, but a beginning. Holding the power of China's customs, the British were probably clearer about Beiyang's financial situation than Beiyang itself. The current situation could be summed up in one sentence: The Beiyang government had no money.

The Secretary said with a tinge of regret, "Looking at it now, our judgment of the People's Party was incorrect. If only we had forced Yuan Shikai to form a coalition government back then."

European and American countries had always believed that Beiyang and the People's Party were two factions of the same political force. Given the origins of these two forces and the relationship between them, this view was not unreasonable. When Yuan Shikai appointed Yan Fu as the Premier of the Beiyang Cabinet, the powers even thought that Beiyang and the People's Party were about to adopt a cooperative stance on the issue of a coalition government.

The British Minister did not answer immediately. He picked up his teacup and took a sip of black tea before asking, "Is it possible for the People's Party to support Beiyang financially?" The People's Party was the initiator of the Fixed Trade Agreement, and the British knew very well that with the People's Party's current financial resources, supporting the Beiyang government would not be a strain.

The Secretary smiled bitterly. "I discussed this with Tang Shaoyi, and he appeared very surprised. In my view, the Beiyang government clearly regards the People's Party as its greatest enemy. The People's Party has never asked to join the Beiyang government; theoretically, they are still rebels. If they were to ask to join, they would certainly demand real power within the government. Given the balance of power, the People's Party could even secure the vast majority of ministerial positions. The Beiyang government would never agree to that."

The British Minister completely agreed with the Secretary, so he remained silent. After a long while, he said, "If Yuan Shikai still cannot resolve the financial problem, the best method is to issue a loan to him. Do you think the People's Party would agree?"

Whether Britain providing a loan to Yuan Shikai and whether the People's Party would agree seemed like completely unrelated issues, but the Secretary understood perfectly. What China could mortgage now was customs duties and salt taxes. The People's Party had only a short coastline, and the location was not suitable for drying salt. The British originally thought the People's Party would be constrained by salt producing regions regarding table salt. However, the People's Party developed salt mines in Dingyuan County, producing refined salt. The quality was so high that even the chefs in the foreign legations in Beijing chose to use it. Not only did the salt producing regions fail to strangle the People's Party, but the People's Party also dumped salt at low prices in surrounding areas, even counter-attacking the salt producing regions. The Beiyang government's salt tax took an unprecedented hit, and its value as collateral was greatly reduced.

As for customs duties, the Yuan Shikai government, which accounted for less than twenty percent of the import-export volume under the Fixed Trade Agreement, would surely want to use the entire customs revenue as collateral. The People's Party, which accounted for over sixty percent of the volume, would absolutely not agree. Unless the British government provided a loan to Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government independently. But given the current economic level of Yuan Shikai's government, under normal lending contracts, they wouldn't even have the ability to repay.

"Can't we persuade Yuan Shikai to form a coalition government?" the Secretary asked. "Even if the People's Party holds part of the central power, Yuan Shikai would still be the President. It seems to me that the People's Party has never had any intention of overthrowing Yuan Shikai personally."

The British Minister laughed. "It seems Orientals all like absolute monarchy. Having only an empty title without corresponding power would be considered an insult by them. The higher the status, the greater the insult. Yuan Shikai must be like this, and I'm afraid the People's Party's reluctance to seek positions in the central government is also due to this consideration."

"What a strange way of thinking," the Secretary said resentfully. It wasn't that he couldn't understand this mindset, but facing such a dangerous situation, Yuan Shikai still held onto power and refused to let go, which caused great damage to British interests.

The British Minister spoke slowly, "Yuan Shikai's government won't last much longer. If things develop according to the current situation, the disparity in power between the Beiyang government and the People's Party government will become increasingly wide. The balance established in the Far East with such difficulty will eventually be broken. If war breaks out, we might lose control over the Far East situation."

The Secretary didn't answer immediately. He looked at the medal on the Minister's chest. It was a recently awarded medal; as a reward for signing the Fixed Trade Agreement with China, the Minister was now a Sir, officially entering the ranks of nobility. The Secretary himself also had such a medal on his chest. As contributors to the agreement, three people in the British Legation had received medals.

So the Secretary knew better than anyone what was on the Minister's mind. The development of Yuan Shikai's regime wasn't actually the most important thing; the British Empire's interests in China were the sole core. Currently, it wasn't just the Yuan Shikai regime that maintained this core; the People's Party, this local regime, played an even bigger role. But the People's Party's performance so far proved that they would absolutely not actively defect to Britain. If the People's Party were willing to do so, the British would have long since supported them to become the rulers of China.

"If it doesn't work out, let me go to Wuhan," the Secretary finally voiced his thought. According to British intelligence, Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party, had left Xuzhou for Wuhan in July 1912. The People's Party Central Committee, which was always on the move, had subsequently relocated to Wuhan.

The British Minister thought for a moment and shook his head slightly. "There's no need to rush for now. We might as well negotiate with Yuan Shikai first and see what solution he is prepared to offer for the current situation. If he really can't solve it, it won't be too late for you to go to Wuhan. Between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke, I still advocate maintaining a balance."

Playing the balance of power on the continent was Britain's most adept trick. If there was a situation more dangerous than the collapse of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government and great damage to British interests in China, it would be this massive country falling into the hands of a powerful force. Facing the European continent for hundreds of years, what British politicians feared most was a unified Europe. A unified, powerful European continental nation was absolutely Britain's mortal enemy. This had nothing to do with personal likes or dislikes; it was an inevitable fact.

So Britain fought the Holy Roman Empire, fought Napoleon, and fought Tsarist Russia. Any country with the potential to become a regional hegemon was Britain's enemy. Even if that force was Britain's ally not long ago, Britain would not hesitate to strike against this emerging power. For example, the current Germany and the United States. For such countries, the only question was whether Britain had the ability to fight them, not whether Britain should fight them.

Facing the current Far East, Britain's attitude was the same. It formed a military alliance with Japan to limit Russia's expansion in China. While suppressing Russia in the Far East, Britain tried to rope Russia in to suppress Germany in Europe. Facing the two most powerful political and military forces in China today, the British also held this attitude, trying their best to maintain a balance between them.

The Secretary naturally supported this line of thinking, but he frowned slightly. "Sir Minister, I've always had a very bad feeling. Could the People's Party have already taken our thoughts into account in their foreign policy?"

"Hmm? Why?" The Minister was somewhat stunned.

The Secretary organized his thoughts and spoke slowly, "Looking at it now, the People's Party has made huge adjustments to the current balanced situation. If the current events with Yuan Shikai hadn't happened, we would certainly be satisfied with the current structure of China. The People's Party could continue to avoid conflict with our British Empire. If they were to conflict with us, the People's Party is destined not to win. If the People's Party had such preparations in their diplomacy from the very beginning..."

The Minister wasn't without such thoughts, but he had only thought about it occasionally. Chen Ke was said to have studied in Europe and America, and facts proved that he was indeed quite an outstanding scientist. That a scientist possessed political and military organizational skills was already very surprising. If such a person also possessed a profound understanding of international political relations, it could only be described as terrifying. Only crown princes of various countries would receive such strict training from childhood. And no crown prince had been able to demonstrate ability like Chen Ke's.

Leaving aside whether such a terrifying figure could appear, even if one did, it was impossible for the upper echelons of Europe and America to have no impression of him. However, investigations by intelligence agencies of various countries, including Britain, showed that among students from China and even Asia, there was absolutely no such person as Chen Ke. It was only when the Secretary raised this point so clearly that the British Minister had to face this possibility.

After a while, the Minister replied, "We don't have time to make such assumptions now. Regardless of whether Chen Ke thinks this way, it is necessary for us to try to maintain the Yuan Shikai regime. For the current stage, let's use providing a loan to Yuan Shikai as the main method."

While the British Minister analyzed the situation in China, Yuan Shikai was also discussing current countermeasures with Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and others. This Beiyang mutiny really made Yuan Shikai furious. Behind the anger was deep panic. The Beiyang Army was the only force Yuan Shikai could rely on; he never imagined that the Beiyang Army would be the first to rebel.

"Pinqing, have all those mutinous soldiers been caught?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen viciously. Due to his anger, Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face was flushed red.

War Minister Wang Shizhen's expression was full of fatigue; he hadn't rested properly for days. On one hand, Wang Shizhen was responsible for keeping all Beiyang units in their barracks to prevent the unrest from spreading. On the other hand, he had to mobilize reliable troops in Beiyang's hands, as well as reliable troops in the areas where mutinies occurred, to suppress the mutinies and search for the mutinous soldiers fleeing in the local areas. A myriad of tasks weighed on Wang Shizhen's shoulders. Even with Duan Qirui's help, it didn't make things much easier for him. Because the reason for this mutiny was simple: The Beiyang Army's pay couldn't be issued.

Since its establishment, especially during the late Qing era, the Beiyang Army had never had any problems with pay. Yuan Shikai himself had said, "My way of managing the army is: money in one hand, knife in the other." This was indeed the truth.

But facing the pressure from the People's Party, Yuan Shikai first encountered the problem of insufficient troop numbers. The People's Party had 400,000 troops in 1911, and by 1912, they had a full 600,000 troops. The traditional six divisions of Beiyang were unable to contend with them. As a last resort, Yuan Shikai was forced to pick up the military plan set during the late Qing dynasty, aiming to establish 36 divisions with a total strength of 600,000 Beiyang troops. So far, only 18 divisions had been built, and the 12 newly built divisions were all new troops.

The Beiyang finances originally had huge problems. The 12 new divisions required massive investment, so they could only temporarily "lower" the treatment of the original Beiyang Army. It is easy to go from frugality to extravagance, but hard to go from extravagance to frugality. How could the old Beiyang Army, long accustomed to being fed with high salaries, accept such treatment? Morale wavered greatly. There were even rumors that the Beiyang Army was going to disarm significantly and that many units would be cut. Lowering the pay had already given these Beiyang soldiers a huge stimulus. Starting from May 1912, the Beiyang Army replaced part of the original silver dollars used for pay with "banknotes." These banknotes could not circulate outside and could only be used in shops related to the military. This made the soldiers even more suspicious. By August 1912, the Beiyang Army actually broke precedent and began to owe pay. This thoroughly ignited the soldiers' unease.

This was just the surface problem; Wang Shizhen saw more deep-seated issues. He had always opposed Yuan Shikai's "usurpation." Wang Shizhen always believed that if they really couldn't beat Chen Ke, they might as well die fighting for the Qing dynasty. Even if they were temporarily branded as running dogs of the previous dynasty by Chen Ke, Wang Shizhen always believed that any dynasty would recognize "loyalty." After he and Yuan Shikai died for the Qing, they would eventually still be called "loyal ministers of the former Qing" in history books. Just this one point would have been enough.

But Yuan Shikai believed he faced an unprecedented opportunity and, under Chen Ke's instigation, carried out the "usurpation." Now the evil consequences of this "usurpation" were finally beginning to show. Although the Manchu government had been overthrown and the gold signboard of the Republic of China had been hung up, the substance of the entire society and the political institutions had not changed much. In the minds of the common people, the idol of an emperor remained firmly intact. Especially in the army, the political education soldiers usually received was loyalty to the royal family and regarding revolution as rebellion. Yuan Shikai and his entourage had been educating soldiers like this not long ago, and were suppressing the revolution and killing revolutionaries everywhere. Suddenly, one day, he shook himself and changed, becoming the Great President and the leader of the revolutionary country. How could Yuan Shikai maintain the morale of the army by doing this?

After Yuan Shikai became the Great President, Wang Shizhen's eyes and ears in the army often reported that they personally saw and heard many officers and soldiers gritting their teeth and cursing Yuan Shikai behind his back, calling him a usurping traitor, their indignation reaching an extreme. The mutinous troops of the Eighth Division were adapted from local troops originally in Changchun. They had come to Beijing to undergo military training and be issued weapons. The discipline of this unit was already quite corrupt in ordinary times. After arriving in Beijing, their depravity worsened. Officers and soldiers gambled openly, drank excessively, and whored wildly, doing whatever they pleased. Training and education were completely neglected. If the Eighth Division was like this, the garrisons in the rest of the capital region were all like this. With the leaders being absurd, the soldiers followed suit, and the commanders let it go without questioning. It was as if they thought that since the Emperor had fallen and the world had changed, everything could be done recklessly without restraint.

As the Minister of the Army, Wang Shizhen knew a lot about such news, but he was also powerless. Out of gratitude for Yuan Shikai's recognition and patronage, Wang Shizhen had to come out and serve as this Minister of the Army. Watching the current situation deteriorate continuously, Wang Shizhen was burning with anxiety.

Facing Yuan Shikai's almost teeth-gnashing inquiry about the rebel army, Wang Shizhen answered slowly, "Except for a few who fled to the Northeast on foot, the others have all been caught and executed."

Hearing this answer, Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face finally showed a trace of relief. He replied, "Very good. Order the cavalry units to search along the roads leading out of the pass. Anyone found wearing a military uniform is to be arrested immediately without asking for the reason. Those who resist arrest are to be executed on the spot."

Wang Shizhen was very familiar with this kind of order. When they were slaughtering the Boxers in Shandong, the Beiyang Army had this style. Not to mention actual Boxers, as long as someone was considered a Boxer suspect, the Beiyang Army would strike first. Perhaps it was precisely such strong measures that incited more resistance in Hebei and Shandong. Zhao Sanduo in Shandong raised fifty or sixty thousand men under the slogan "Aid the Qing and Exterminate the Foreigners." They attacked churches many times and immediately engaged in fierce battles with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. Not long after, Jing Tingbin in Hebei rebelled in the name of "Resisting Foreign Tax," raising over a hundred thousand men. The two forces immediately combined, putting forth the slogan "Sweep Away the Qing and Exterminate the Foreigners," and fought hundreds of battles, large and small, with the Beiyang Army. It wasn't until the Beiyang Army killed the uprising armies until corpses littered the fields, Zhao Sanduo committed suicide by fasting after being captured, and Jing Tingbin was executed by lingchi (death by a thousand cuts) after being captured, that the Boxers were finally extinguished.

Even then, Yuan Shikai's face had not shown such a hateful expression. Facing the rebels of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai had a strong impulse to execute them personally. Wang Shizhen suddenly felt an inexplicable chill.
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"President, the current plan should be to temporarily suspend the expansion of the Beiyang New Army. Although the 18 divisions of the Beiyang New Army may lack offensive power, their defensive capabilities should still be sufficient." Although the mutinous troops were from the Northeast, Xu Shichang, who had once been the Viceroy of the Northeast, still offered this advice.

"Mmh." Yuan Shikai simply gave a curt response, expressing no clear attitude.

As the current Vice Premier of the Cabinet, Xu Shichang was actually in charge of the premiership. Even though he knew Yuan Shikai was furious, he had to offer his counsel. "Building the 36 divisions of the Beiyang New Army was already difficult; maintaining them is even harder. In the past, the national treasury's limit was supporting 200,000 troops. Now, with 500,000 troops, the finances simply cannot bear the burden."

"Juren, the People's Party has 600,000 men. We currently have only 300,000. If we don't expand the army, how can we fight them when we are outnumbered one to two?" Yuan Shikai asked, trying his best to suppress his anger.

Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Xu Shichang fell silent. In fact, he really wanted to ask, "Even if it were one against one, could our Beiyang Army beat the People's Party?" But this could not be said under any circumstances, because the two commanders of the 3rd Division, who had once lost to the People's Party, were right there beside them.

Duan Qirui had remained silent since the beginning of the meeting. Hearing Yuan Shikai's angry remarks, he finally spoke up. "President, I'm afraid we really have to fight this time."

As soon as these words were spoken, all three pairs of eyes fell on Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui spoke calmly, "The People's Party now has a troop strength of 600,000, and it is clear they are pressing us step by step. If we don't fight now, are we going to wait until they increase their forces to 800,000, 1 million, or 1.2 million? By then, the People's Party will definitely attack. Therefore, the plan for now is that we must strike first."

"Absolutely not," Wang Shizhen immediately objected. "The People's Party currently has the advantage in military strength. We are in a disadvantageous position."

Duan Qirui smiled faintly. "At present, the People's Party seems powerful and holds an advantage over our Beiyang forces. But looking at the whole country, they only hold four provinces. They are surrounded by enemies. It's just that individual provinces can't do anything about the People's Party on their own. If we can unite the provinces, the People's Party will find it difficult to cope. The key to fighting lies in this."

All three knew that Duan Qirui was definitely not the type to act rashly on a hot-headed impulse. Just hearing this opening, they knew that Duan Qirui had been preparing this plan for quite some time. These were all men of high status; regardless of whether they agreed or not, they could listen quietly.

Whether it was the foreign ministers in China or the Beiyang group, faced with the current situation, they invariably turned their attention to the People's Party. The People's Party's reaction to what was happening with Beiyang was not overly intense.

After implementing the Rectification Movement throughout the party, the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party confirmed that Chairman Chen Ke's thought was the basic principle of the People's Party's ideology. This included "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society," "On Practice," and "On Contradiction" as the core methods for all work. The meeting clearly proposed that the key point of recent ideological work was to comprehensively sinicize the core correct thoughts of Marxism, construct a theory of scientific socialism, and prepare for the construction of a theory of scientific communism. If Chen Ke's status in the past was merely that of a leader, now he had finally been promoted to the level of a "Mentor."

These were constructions in terms of ideology. In terms of specific execution, the People's Party began to emphasize the implementation of the "Theory of Labor," which was the style of "valuing practice over rhetoric" established by the party during its mature period. Chen Ke publicly proposed for the first time, "Old-style literati are unreliable. In terms of political and material interests, they have never stood on the side of the broad masses of working people. Our People's Party respects knowledge and adopts all methods to let the broad masses of working people learn and use science. But there is a prerequisite for this: if they are not laborers who are truly together with the people, but the kind of old-style literati gentlemen who think they can represent the working people just after reading a few sentences from a book, then they can go cool off somewhere else. People's Party members must firmly realize that we are not on the same path as those people."

Regardless of how the comrades in the upper echelons who came from the wealthy backbone strata of the old society considered this statement, the understanding of the grassroots comrades was simple and clear-cut: "Scholars who don't work with us are just talking nonsense." The grassroots comrades were very happy with this perception. Their original envy and even admiration for scholars turned into an attitude similar to discrimination, or at least disregard, with the support of the party. Psychologically removing a certain lofty existence brought a sense of relief to the comrades.

During the Rectification Movement, middle and high-level cadres took turns entering party schools and cadre schools for study, while the grassroots perfected the system of the "Three Meetings": study meetings, Zhuge Liang meetings (brainstorming sessions), and mobilization meetings. While focusing entirely on self-construction, the People's Party's external response inevitably showed a certain degree of sluggishness.

The People's Party's various "enterprise" departments in the Beiyang region had their own armed forces. The mutinous Beiyang troops had also attempted to attack the People's Party's locations. When these fellows howled and rushed towards the People's Party companies, which had piled up large amounts of wealth, they were met with a dense hail of bullets. The leading mutineers were mowed down in rows right then and there. These people were originally out for money; the miserable state of their companions momentarily aroused the anger of a small portion of them, but it restored the reason of even more mutineers. There were so many unarmed merchants to rob; by comparison, risking death to rob the People's Party seemed like the loss outweighed the gain.

The intelligence agencies in Beijing and the enterprises stationed in Beijing and Tianjin sent the news back to the Party Central Committee in Wuhan. In the discussion at the party meeting, Lu Huitian put forward his own view: "The current work is to improve our own production capacity; this is the main thread. If taking the opportunity to do something fits this main thread, we will do it. If looting Beiyang while they are down does not fit this main thread, we can put it in a less important position."

Lu Huitian's speech effectively prevented some military cadres who didn't want to stay in the party school for study from objecting. Added to Chen Ke's support, the People's Party decided to temporarily continue observing the subsequent development of the situation.

The subsequent development of the situation came very quickly. On November 1st, Yuan Shikai invited Chen Ke to Beijing for negotiations via telegram. Since Chen Ke had negotiated with Yuan Shikai several times, some comrades thought Chen Ke would agree to Yuan Shikai's invitation this time. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke immediately refused on the grounds of being busy with government affairs.

By November 9th, the Beiyang representative Tang Shaoyi arrived in Wuhan to seek an audience with Chen Ke. Chen Ke received this Beiyang Foreign Minister. Tang Shaoyi's attitude was quite tough; he questioned Chen Ke why the People's Party was invading the provinces surrounding the base area. "Chairman Chen, as far as we know, the People's Party is constantly expanding and encroaching step by step at the borders of Shandong, Henan, Sichuan, Hunan, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Fujian, and Guangdong. Although the four provinces of the base area have not yet joined the National Assembly, the People's Party has also sent telegrams expressing support for federal autonomy and peaceful nation-building. Such practices are really unacceptable. The Beiyang government has received appeals from various provinces and hopes to give an explanation to the People's Party on this issue."

Beiyang's attitude was tough, but Chen Ke was temporarily unable to answer this question. The expansion speed of the People's Party during the "peaceful period" exceeded Chen Ke's own expectations. The People's Party loved "economically backward mountainous areas." In the eyes of other political forces, mountainous areas produced little and the people were tough, making them difficult regions to govern. In the eyes of the People's Party, because productivity in mountainous areas was backward, various social contradictions were extremely intense. Coupled with the limited control of the provincial governments in mountainous areas, the People's Party's expansion of power here was truly like a fish in water.

As for the plain areas, after neighboring villages defected to the People's Party, their lives flourished day by day. As long as the local landlords did not occupy the main leadership positions, it was also common for villages in plain areas to defect to the People's Party. Some villages did it to avoid government taxes, and some villages did it to obtain goods provided by the People's Party's supply and marketing cooperatives. There were also some rarer villages where the whole village hoped their children could go to school for free like the villages under the rule of the People's Party. Although there were many reasons, the purpose was always to live a better life.

The expansion of the base area brought huge benefits, but looking at it now, the enemy counterattack brought about by these benefits had also formally arrived. Letting Tang Shaoyi wait at his residence first, Chen Ke immediately convened a party committee meeting.

Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law, Gu Weijun, came to the base area with Tang Shaoyi this time. Seeing the People's Party guards tightly guarding the gate outside, Gu Weijun felt a little uneasy. "Father-in-law, has the People's Party received some news?"

Gu Weijun, who was quite appreciated by Yuan Shikai, had heard some rumors. Not long ago, Yuan Shikai invited Chen Ke to Beijing, and it was said that there was a plan to put Chen Ke under house arrest. Whether this was true or not, the appearance of such rumors itself meant a trend: Beiyang was prepared to adopt strong measures against the People's Party. With the People's Party guarding so heavily, there was no need to specifically ask about the unfriendly message within.

"Chen Ke is not that petty. If he doesn't plan to fall out with the Central Government, he naturally can't put us under house arrest. If he plans to fall out with the Central Government, there is even less reason to put us under house arrest." Tang Shaoyi was quite open-minded. After answering the question, Tang Shaoyi asked Gu Weijun, "Shaochuan, we Beiyang will deal with the People's Party a lot in the future. What do you think of Chen Ke's attitude?"

Hearing Tang Shaoyi's question, Gu Weijun was silent for a while before saying in a low voice, "Weak countries have no diplomacy."

Tang Shaoyi never expected his son-in-law to be completely pessimistic about this negotiation. Even if he knew early on that the result of the negotiation could not be satisfactory, Tang Shaoyi did not think it could be so bad. He asked, "Shaochuan, why do you think so?"

Gu Weijun sorted out his thoughts and said slowly, "I see that Chen Ke was very surprised that we raised this matter. He himself does not think there is anything wrong with what he is doing. This mentality is the same as the mentality of the Great Powers treating China. I don't think Chen Ke is a man of deep schemes, which means Chen Ke will definitely not back down on the matter of expansion."

Tang Shaoyi was also skilled in negotiation. Upon hearing Gu Weijun's analysis, he agreed greatly in his heart. Before Beiyang sent him, they had already contacted the forces in the provinces surrounding the People's Party. This time, Tang Shaoyi was not only ordered to negotiate with the People's Party, but if the negotiation failed, he would also negotiate in Jiangsu, Hunan, and Guangdong surrounding the People's Party. They strove to form a situation of "joint denunciation" by the provinces around the People's Party base area. "Then, Shaochuan, how do you think this matter will develop?"

"If there is no joint denunciation, the People's Party may just be tough in attitude. If this situation of joint denunciation is achieved, the result will probably be joint subjugation," Gu Weijun replied.

Hearing the words "joint subjugation," Tang Shaoyi did not make a sound for a long time. Tang Shaoyi had always admired Gu Weijun's keenness, but he found that he still had insufficient understanding of Gu Weijun's keenness.

Chen Ke hadn't expected what exactly Beiyang was preparing to do; in fact, he didn't care much about what Beiyang was preparing to do. Grandpa Mao said an earth-shattering sentence at the founding ceremony: "The Chinese people have stood up!" The New China that Chen Ke lived in was such a country that stood up bravely facing the world. As for some people who were willing to kneel down again themselves, that was purely a personal choice. But the country of China had never submitted to other countries again. So it was with the base area; Chen Ke had absolutely no thought of submitting to any force.

After introducing the current situation, Chen Ke smiled and said to the comrades of the Central Committee, "I'm afraid Yuan Shikai has itchy skin. This is a sickness; it needs to be cured."

"How to cure it? Where to start curing?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to understand Chen Ke's meaning, and he asked excitedly.

"Is there going to be a war?" Lu Huitian reacted a bit slower.

"It won't come to war right now. I plan to tell Tang Shaoyi that the people around the base area have the freedom to defect to our People's Party. Yuan Shikai cannot infringe upon the people's freedom to choose to defect to the People's Party. He does not have this power." Speaking of this, Chen Ke put away his smile. "At the same time, we want to make our People's Party's political platform public to the whole country, especially the political platform of land reform."

The People's Party Central Committee was extremely clear about how much resistance land reform could arouse. In the four provinces of the base area, tens of thousands of landlords were killed or committed suicide, and over a hundred thousand landlord armed forces were killed. For the people who were willing to become laborers, regardless of their background, Chen Ke had infinite patience and confidence. For the enemies who refused to surrender and admit defeat, Chen Ke also had an unforgiving side.

"What if the enemies unite?" Shang Yuan was a little worried. The People's Party had never shown such a tough attitude externally.

"If they are all enemies, what else is there to say? Just wipe them out." Hua Xiongmao's attitude was very tough.

"Then how is the military plan arranged?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Whoever moves first, we hit them!" Chen Ke answered decisively. "One punch to open the way, to avoid a hundred punches coming. Those people are very afraid of death; seeing someone suffer, they will immediately behave."

Lu Huitian simply expressed his agreement and did not continue to speak. The People's Party had bumper harvests for both summer and autumn grain in 1912, plus the planned conscription scale reached 600,000; even the government system had no fearful attitude towards war.

After the Party Committee passed the response measures, Chen Ke did not go out personally. He asked Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu to meet Tang Shaoyi. Zhang Yu participated in the whole meeting and even participated in the voting. Since he knew the People's Party's current and future response measures, Zhang Yu naturally spoke with full confidence. "Mr. Tang, after the republic was established, the people have the power to choose for themselves. The people have the right to choose the life they like. I think you should be very clear about this."

Tang Shaoyi knew that Zhang Yu was a Propaganda Minister with a military background, and he originally looked down on Zhang Yu a bit in his heart. However, hearing Zhang Yu actually talk about the people's freedom, he felt even more strange. Just as he didn't know how to respond, Gu Weijun cut in. "Since the people have chosen the republican system, the people have the obligation to abide by the laws formulated by the central government. Absolute freedom does not exist!"

Zhang Yu was slightly stunned. He originally thought it would be relatively easy to hoodwink an old-style civil official like Tang Shaoyi. They liked to talk about grand principles; as long as he stuck to the word "freedom," how to elaborate next would just depend on what Zhang Yu wanted to say. Unexpectedly, Gu Weijun, who was from a law background beside him, keenly grasped the main point and actually blocked Zhang Yu's subsequent words.

"May I ask how to address you?" Zhang Yu smiled.

"I am Gu Weijun."

"Oh, so you are Mr. Tang's fast son-in-law," Zhang Yu said with a smile. He actually knew Gu Weijun, but he put on a bureaucratic tone first to interrupt the negotiation, saving Gu Weijun from continuing along Zhang Yu's previous words, which would instead disrupt Zhang Yu's train of thought.

Gu Weijun did not give Zhang Yu time. He said seriously, "In the Republic of China, the affairs of each province are decided by the province itself. The affairs of every village are the internal affairs of each province; the People's Party also expressed approval of this principle. The current situation has become the People's Party bypassing the provincial governments to directly intervene in the internal affairs of various provinces. This violates the People's Party's own promise."

Zhang Yu actually really wanted to tell Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun, "Everything you say is nonsense." But if he said such satisfying words, he would definitely be severely scolded and disciplined by the Central Committee, so Zhang Yu didn't dare to act so willfully. "Mr. Gu, the Constitution of the Republic of China first points out that the Republic of China is a country established to realize the happiness and freedom of the people of the republic. As for the federal autonomy you mentioned, it is merely the organizational structure of the government and has no direct relationship with the people's happiness. Which province of the Republic of China they choose to join is the people's power and the people's freedom. These people are not joining a foreign country and becoming traitors. They are just making the choice most beneficial to themselves in order to realize their own interests. Why must Article 1 of the Constitution rank above Article 2 of the Constitution? Because this is to reflect which has more priority. Between the polity of federal autonomy and the people's power to pursue happiness, which is more prior? This needs no discussion."

After listening to Zhang Yu's explanation, both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun changed their expressions. What needed no discussion right now was definitely not the constitution, but the People's Party's attitude. That Zhang Yu could use twisted logic to such an extent, his level of shamelessness was comparable to that of the European and American powers.

"Mr. Zhang, that is to say, the villages in your base area also have the power to choose whether to join our provinces?" Tang Shaoyi asked coldly.

"There is no such clause in the constitution of our base area, so they cannot do this," Zhang Yu replied.

Tang Shaoyi asked with a dark face, "That means no matter what we say, your side will continue to act according to your own train of thought?"

Zhang Yu looked at Tang Shaoyi with a very regretful expression. "Mr. Tang, we will definitely act according to our own ideas. This has nothing to do with whether you come to our base area, or whether you speak in our base area, or what you say. We have the power to act according to our own ideas. You came this time, and I hear your meaning is to discuss with us the issue of villages in other provinces actively choosing to join our People's Party base area. This issue is the choice of the common people in these villages themselves. It has nothing to do with us. The content you described and the object you are facing have a problem of mismatching behavioral subjects. If you do not wish for local villages to spontaneously join our base area, you should talk to the common people of those villages, not to us. can you distinguish this clearly?"

Tang Shaoyi was almost driven mad with anger by Zhang Yu. He suppressed his anger and asked, "Then on what basis does your side think you are qualified to accept the applications of villages actively requesting to join the base area?"

Zhang Yu replied, "Our side judges based on this Constitution of the Republic of China. We believe that the Constitution endows these common people with the power to freely choose a happy life. For the common people's legitimate exercise of their power, our side believes we should give support."

Tang Shaoyi's face turned black with anger. He hadn't expected that a "soldier" of the People's Party could speak such twisted logic so seemingly plausibly. Tang Shaoyi's mission was to negotiate, not to declare war. Although he wanted to drag Zhang Yu out and hack him into a thousand pieces, Tang Shaoyi couldn't directly tear up his face.

Gu Weijun studied law. Seeing Tang Shaoyi being confused by Zhang Yu, even though he knew there could be no result no matter how they talked, he absolutely could not accept being justified by a military officer in a legal dispute. He said loudly, word by word, "Your side does not have the power to interpret the Constitution of the Republic of China."

"We indeed do not, but neither do you!" Zhang Yu knew he had gained a comprehensive advantage, so he deliberately roughened his voice, making it sound more like a solemn oppression. "Not only do you not, the Beiyang Cabinet does not have this power, and the current President of the Republic of China, Yuan Shikai, does not have this power either. According to the Constitution of the Republic of China, only after the National Assembly is formally convened can the Constitutional Interpretation Committee be elected by the National Assembly, or the Court be entrusted to form the Constitutional Interpretation Committee, to interpret issues related to the Constitution. After interpretation, it must still be passed by the National Assembly's vote. If you really prepare to talk to us about this constitutional interpretation, then go complete this set of procedures first."

Being rebuffed to such an extent by a diplomat from a "soldier" background, Tang Shaoyi was dizzy with anger. But the People's Party's military strength completely overrode Beiyang's, and even if it was twisted logic, one couldn't say Zhang Yu was pestering endlessly. In a burst of embarrassing awkwardness, Tang Shaoyi suddenly remembered Gu Weijun's words from not long ago: "Weak countries have no diplomacy!"
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Nanchang, Jiangxi. November 15, 1912, afternoon.

There was a knock at the gate of Zhang Xun’s residence. The gatekeeper opened the door to find several men in gray uniforms standing outside with cold expressions. The leader flashed an ID card. "We are from the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Is Zhang Xun at home?"

The old gatekeeper was frightened immediately. The People's Internal Affairs Committee had a "resounding reputation" in Jiangxi. Nine out of ten people taken away by them were sent to various judicial institutions, ending up with either a prison term or a death sentence after trial. If there was anything relatively humane about the People's Internal Affairs Committee, it was that at least there were no cases of people disappearing without a trace or dying without a body being found after being taken in.

"My master is not in," the old gatekeeper stammered.

The staff member from the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee took out a document stamped with a red seal. "Regardless of whether Zhang Xun is here or not, this is a search warrant. We are going in to search now."

Whether the old gatekeeper could read it or not, the staff member pushed him aside and rushed into the courtyard of Zhang Xun's house. Seeing that he couldn't stop them at all, the old gatekeeper hugged the waist of the staff member closest to him and shouted loudly, "My master is not in! You cannot go in!"

The staff member didn't use violence. He said seriously to the old gatekeeper, "Old man, obstructing official duties can result in a three-year prison sentence. If you let go now, I'll pretend this never happened. What do you think?"

Hearing this, the old gatekeeper hesitated and let go. But he still tried to block the staff from the People's Internal Affairs Committee. "My master is not at home. Please come back later."

Just then, the door of the main hall opened with a sound. Zhang Xun appeared on the steps of the main hall with a look of arrogance and a hint of anger. Looking down at the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Zhang Xun said coldly, "Pushing and shoving an old man, what kind of behavior is that?"

The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, like other departments of the People's Party, had received training for various situations. Zhang Xun's level of bluster was simply child's play. A staff member took a step forward and said, "Zhang Xun, we have received a report regarding your participation in a rebellion. Please come with us to assist in the investigation."

"Who made this false accusation behind my back?" Zhang Xun asked, feigning righteousness.

"Whether you participated in a counter-revolutionary rebellion will be known after the investigation. This is an arrest warrant. Please come with us," the staff member showed the arrest warrant to Zhang Xun.

Zhang Xun took the arrest warrant with a look of clear conscience and began to read it. Just then, a shout came from the backyard, "Freeze! Don't move!" A moment later, gunshots rang out in the backyard.

While the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee spoke with seriousness yet courtesy, at the moment the situation changed, one of them leapt up like a cat pouncing on a mouse, controlling Zhang Xun and the gatekeeper in the blink of an eye. One comrade drew his pistol and pointed it at Zhang Xun and the gatekeeper, while the other two comrades drew their pistols and covered each other as they rushed into Zhang Xun’s main hall. There was no one in the main hall, so the two comrades covered each other as they passed through the hall and rushed towards the backyard.

Three shots rang out in succession from the backyard. When the two comrades arrived at the backyard entrance, they saw two men on the ground clutching their legs where they had been shot, wailing. Four comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were pointing their pistols at these two men. Women's screams came from the tightly closed rear residence.

"Take them all away!" the leading cadre ordered.

Not only Zhang Xun, but those old upper-class figures who had formed parties in Jiangxi were arrested or taken away for investigation without exception. Their families were also informed that they were forbidden to leave the city. He Zudao, as the Party Secretary of the highest authority in Jiangxi, the "Jiangxi Military Management Committee," was personally responsible for this matter.

"Send all these people to the concentration camp in Anyi for unified management. From now on, no matter who causes trouble—whether they do it themselves or their families besiege local governments demanding an explanation—arrest them all and send them to the concentration camp." He Zudao rarely issued such cold and ruthless orders, so when this young man, who usually wore a gentle smile, hardened his face, the comrades felt considerable pressure.

No one discussed whether these people were innocent or guilty. At the mobilization meeting prior to this, He Zudao conveyed Chen Ke's order: "Due to the immense pressure of the current situation, in order to maximize savings on administrative costs and improve social management efficiency, anyone who has opposed the land reform policy—whether verbally, through passive resistance, or by playing petty tricks—should be sent to the concentration camp without consideration for their individual rights."

He Zudao's mobilization meeting was also simple. "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? We classify them based on their attitude towards the basic land policy of the base area. Do not think that our current approach is cruel. Putting them in concentration camps is precisely the greatest humanitarianism. If the situation continues to become tense, our tolerance level will also drop significantly. At that time, if this group of people speaks nonsense outside and acts rashly without knowing the severity of the situation, the treatment won't be a concentration camp, but very likely execution for the crime of active counter-revolution."

Jiangxi also carried out a rectification movement. Comrades who believed the land reform policy was "too radical" were now undergoing profound study at the Party School. Comrades working on the front lines shared a common attitude: anyone who opposed land reform was an enemy of the People's Party. The mobilization meeting went quite smoothly.

"This operation basically had no slip-ups, and we also found a lot of evidence of collusion with Beiyang secret envoys. For example, Zhang Xun. Yuan Shikai invited Zhang Xun to Beijing to take up a military post, and we even seized the appointment letter from the secret envoy. How should we deal with Zhang Xun?" Gong Guohua, Director of the Jiangxi People's Internal Affairs Committee, asked He Zudao.

He Zudao replied, "For all such people, ask them first if they are willing to go to Beiyang to take up their posts. If they are willing, we shouldn't make things difficult for them. Send them off openly and aboveboard. If they refuse to go, send them to the concentration camp."

"Isn't that letting them off too easily? They've done so many things; killing them wouldn't be unjust," Gong Guohua said with some regret.

He Zudao laughed, "If they stay in the concentration camp, we won't mistreat them and will try to ensure their safety. If they defect to Beiyang, they might face more possibilities of death. Whether it's letting them off cheap depends on how these people judge it."

Before being sent to the concentration camp, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had to screen these arrested fellows. Having been caught with the Beiyang secret envoy, Zhang Xun had no illusions about his future. Since losing power to Wang Youhong in 1910, Zhang Xun had been a nominal Governor of Zhejiang for a while. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, Zhang Xun returned to his hometown in Jiangxi with a mood of fighting to the death, attempting to oppose the People's Party by forming a political party. Like other forces that tried to oppose the People's Party, Zhang Xun's efforts failed completely.

The formation of political parties by Jiangxi gentry had once become a trend, but a trend is ultimately just a trend. Organizing a political party isn't like hosting a tea party; it's not simply gathering a bunch of disgruntled or ambitious guys for a chat and calling it a political party. A political party first represents a kind of political and economic demand. The political attitude of this group, dominated by gentry landlords, was entirely opposed to the various systems implemented by the People's Party. Apart from not daring to use direct violence, these people adopted every means available. Petitions, demonstrations, inciting the masses, or hiring people to make scenes at the People's Party military government offices—in short, they wanted to cause as much trouble as possible for the People's Party.

By 1912, these actions gradually disappeared, not because the gentry were moved by the People's Party's restraint in handling these matters, but because the people of Jiangxi supported the People's Party. The gentry had to pay for every such action, and facing the reality of zero progress, they felt that continuing to do so was not worth the cost.

The gentry temporarily shrank back, but the People's Party launched a fierce, large-scale arrest and detention operation. As Zhang Xun passed through the streets after his arrest, he heard gunshots from many places in Nanchang city, which was usually orderly. Zhang Xun was certain that the People's Party was not just arresting him alone, but was launching a large-scale arrest campaign in other places simultaneously.

Zhang Xun hadn't contacted anyone from Beiyang for a long time. The secret envoy suddenly brought Yuan Shikai's oral message, hinting that Beiyang was recently uniting with southern provinces to "pressure" the People's Party, hoping Zhang Xun would come out of retirement and take up a military post in the Beiyang New Army. Even if Zhang Xun were obtuse, he understood that this was the prelude to war. And the People's Party's implementation of large-scale arrests at this critical moment showed they were also preparing for war with Yuan Shikai. In such a time period, the People's Party would likely adopt a method of "eliminating future trouble" towards Zhang Xun.

Zhang Xun was 59 years old this year. At this age, he didn't care too much about life and death. Faced with the test of life and death, Zhang Xun chose to maintain his dignity. He kept his back straight, and although he didn't assume a posture of utter resistance refusing to move or sit, Zhang Xun remained silent. He had made up his mind that even if someone described the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee as a living hell, he would not say a single word no matter what.

"Zhang Xun," a young man of no more than twenty-something sat at the table and called Zhang Xun by name. Zhang Xun was furious in his heart, but he held it back. Anger showed in his small eyes under his thick eyebrows, but his lips remained tightly closed.

After calling Zhang Xun's name, the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee threw an appointment letter on the table. "We are asking you a question now. Do you want to go to Beiyang to take up your post, or are you prepared to stay in Jiangxi? If you want to take up the post, speak clearly, and we will send you on a ship to Shanghai. If you don't want to go, just say so."

Zhang Xun was somewhat surprised. What did the People's Party mean by this? Enticing him to say something and then pinning a crime on him? Or were they really going to send him away? But having just resolved to remain silent, Zhang Xun felt he would be too fickle if he went back on it so soon. Moreover, Zhang Xun believed the People's Party had no right to govern his decisions, so he subconsciously tightened his lips.

The young comrade said with a mocking smile, "Zhang Xun, I've seen plenty of this look of regarding death as a return home. But when it comes to actually tying these people up and shooting them, I haven't seen anyone who didn't struggle. Before chopping off their heads, we ask them to stretch out their necks so it's convenient for us to chop and they die faster with less suffering. In such a matter that benefits both sides, I've really never seen anyone cooperate; everyone shrinks their heads like a turtle. Do you think you can stay silent? If we just apply some casual torture, you'll be screaming from morning till night. So stop pretending. Just give a straight answer: do you want to go or stay?"

Seeing the young man talk about such cruel acts as if they were nothing, Zhang Xun didn't dare to be rash. The impatience in the young man's tone made a person like Zhang Xun, who had seen the world, feel a profound fear. Getting the truth out requires a lot of skill, but simply making someone suffer is much easier. Zhang Xun thought he could keep his mouth shut, but if the purpose of torture was just to make him scream, Zhang Xun didn't think his backbone could preserve his dignity in silence. If the People's Party insisted on killing him, Zhang Xun felt that suffering less physical pain was a necessary choice.

Enduring a strong sense of shame, Zhang Xun answered loudly, "I want to leave Jiangxi."

"Are you sure you want to leave Jiangxi?" the young comrade asked.

"Yes," Zhang Xun replied through gritted teeth.

In less than twenty hours, Zhang Xun was on a ship to Shanghai. Many of the passengers around him were people he knew. They all wore expressions of tragedy or facing death, along with a sense of confusion. Before boarding, these people might have been bound with ropes, but after boarding, they were untied. Before being brought to the ship, they were even allowed to go home and pack luggage. Most people brought their families. Leaving aside the danger of assassination en route, this clearly looked like exile. The steam whistle blew, and the river steamer, built by the People's Party using blueprints purchased from Britain and processing equipment from the United States, slowly began to move.

The young comrades were responsible for intimidating these guys. After this ship was sent off, the comrades held a work summary meeting. How to implement intimidation more effectively should have been the topic of the meeting. But the young comrades had other concerns in their work.

"Those people were gnashing their teeth before they left. It seems they are going to be our mortal enemies."

"Can we guarantee that we'll wipe them all out later?"

"Aren't we against forming personal grudges? Not only these people, but their families probably hate us to the bone too."

"Chairman Chen's song 'February Comes' sings it well: those who plant melons get melons, those who plant beans get beans; whoever plants hatred will suffer for it! Are we planting hatred?"

"Hey, hey! It was this group of people who planted hatred first, alright?"

"Or as they say: 'Repay resentment with virtue, how about that?' Confucius said: 'With what then will you repay virtue? Repay resentment with uprightness, and repay virtue with virtue.' If we're worried about them carrying out counter-revolutionary actions, then just imprison or execute them now. Why force them away and add trouble? Casting a long line to catch a big fish feels like there are too many uncontrollable factors."

"I completely agree with Chairman Chen's plan, but this seems a bit less than open and aboveboard. There are so many discerning people in the world; one look and they'll know our purpose."

"We are revolutionaries, not here to be nice guys. The enemy will definitely oppose us. Making them declare their attitude now—I think doing this is very right!"

"Exactly. A hidden enemy is a hibernating snake; we have to be on guard at all times. Intensify the conflict once and for all. Either fight with real swords and guns on the battlefield, or honestly admit that it is now the world of the revolution. It's good for everyone."

The discussion unfolded like this. After more than half an hour of debate, the young comrades gradually reached a consensus. There were indeed many negative feelings during the specific execution, but doing so was correct in principle. Just looking at the current calm situation and mistakenly thinking that this calm could continue endlessly was burying one's head in the sand.

Having determined the direction, the discussion went straight to practical operations.

"How should we treat those guys who don't dare to tough it out with the base area? Should we do another round?"

"Killing a man is no more than a nod of the head. Further coercion would be too rude."

"Lock them up first. We'll talk about these people after liberating the whole country."

"Let's not think about these random things. Write a report to Secretary He and ask."

This last suggestion received unanimous approval from the young comrades.

He Zudao gave a reply soon after receiving the report. "The basic political concept of the base area now is 'he who does not work, neither shall he eat.' In the concentration camps, they engage in production themselves. The reason these masters feel they are superior to others is that they do not labor themselves. After laboring personally, they will change."

Even the People's Internal Affairs Committee responded to the Party Central Committee's call for a Great Production Movement, having their own land that they needed to cultivate themselves. The young comrades couldn't help but cheer loudly at this instruction. Letting these grand masters know the hardship of work was truly a satisfying thing.

Just because of this cheering, this group of young comrades was forced to gather for three days of study. The content of the study was simple: "Labor is the most glorious. If one thinks labor is a punishment, then one has deviated from the revolutionary purpose. Implementing labor reform on that group of corrupt and backward former exploiting class is not punishment, but to let them become dignified laborers who have the opportunity to be respected."

After this study, no matter what they thought in their hearts, the young comrades at least stopped talking nonsense.

Thousands of miles away, Yuan Shikai looked at the thick stack of intelligence with mixed feelings. After Tang Shaoyi's telegram and the subsequent letter informed Yuan Shikai of the failure of negotiations with the People's Party, Yuan Shikai was not disappointed. He had fantasized about the best scenario where Chen Ke would foolishly come to Beijing and be put under house arrest. At that time, with the People's Party leaderless and Chen Ke in Yuan Shikai's hands, the People's Party would likely be wary of taking action. At that time, Beiyang would hold a certain initiative.

Since the invitation was immediately rejected by Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai knew that the negotiation was actually impossible to succeed.

The personnel dispatched this time were not just Tang Shaoyi. In order to build a siege posture against the People's Party, Beiyang sent a considerable number of personnel to various provinces. The People's Party, as if possessed, expelled a large number of talents favored by Beiyang from the base area, which truly overjoyed Yuan Shikai. These people were kicked out of their hometowns, and their only choice at the moment was to defect to Beiyang. With the help of this group, Beiyang's strength should be even better.

Until November 20, 1912, the People's Party publicized its political program to the whole country through newspapers nationwide. The first article was the implementation of comprehensive land reform. The People's Party publicly stated that land reform would absolutely not adopt a redemption policy. Yuan Shikai thought he had read it wrong at first, and only after reading it carefully several times did he confirm that this was indeed the People's Party's public declaration. Yuan Shikai's lips trembled for a moment, then he suddenly laughed loudly. "Chen Ke, doing this is seeking death! You are making enemies of landlords and gentry all over the world!"

While Yuan Shikai was in excitement, Xu Shichang entered Yuan Shikai's office with a stack of newspapers. Upon entering, Xu Shichang saw Yuan Shikai walking in the room with his hands behind his back. Xu Shichang said with a face full of excitement, "President, Chen Ke has published quite a bit of news in the newspapers."

"Juren, I have already seen it." Yuan Shikai had regained his calm by this time, and his voice held a confidence rare in recent years.

Xu Shichang was also extremely excited. "President, this Chen Ke is still young. I thought he was going to follow Zhu Yuanzhang's old path: 'Build walls high, store grain widely, and claim the title of King slowly.' I didn't expect him to publicly propagate the People's Party's land reform decree this time. How can the landlords of this world agree with him? I'm afraid the provinces are writing letters to our central government right now."

Yuan Shikai had a smile on his face. "No hurry. The provincial governments may not necessarily react much. It will take a few days for the local gentry to start making a fuss."

As they were speaking, Yuan Shikai's guard came in to report, "President, a telegram has been received."

A look of joy appeared on Xu Shichang's face, but Yuan Shikai asked calmly, "Where is it from?"

There was no joy on the guard's face. He answered cautiously, "It is a telegram sent by Chen Ke from Wuhan."

The joy on Xu Shichang's face vanished without a trace immediately. For Chen Ke to send a telegram at this time, nine out of ten times it was absolutely not good news.

Yuan Shikai took the telegram, read it a few times, and then let the guard leave.

"President..." Xu Shichang asked with concern.

Yuan Shikai handed the telegram to Xu Shichang and continued to walk around the room with his hands behind his back.

Xu Shichang glanced at the telegram draft. The content was brief: "To the President: If the Bianluo Railway branch line can go through Xuzhou and extend to Lianyungang, it can greatly promote the economy along the route. I have already raised funds and workers. The railway from Lianyungang to Xuzhou will be completed soon, and the railway from Xuzhou to Shangqiu has also been surveyed. I request the President to order the Henan government to cooperate. If this railway can be built, it will be the President's merit. Awaiting your reply."

Xu Shichang knew that the People's Party would definitely respond to the Beiyang government's actions, not only in political contests but also very likely developing into military conflict. He never expected that the People's Party would actually launch an action against Beiyang in the name of building a railway. For a moment, Xu Shichang actually couldn't think of any solution.
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On November 22, 1912, on a flat piece of open ground revealed by the low water level of the Yangtze River in Wuhan, red flags fluttered, and ranks were orderly. At the founding ceremony of the People's Party Railway Corps, all 20,000 troops of the 5th Division of the 4th Army of the Railway Corps in Wuhan participated in the flag presentation ceremony. People's Party Chairman Chen Ke personally presented the flags to the four railway units.

The officers and soldiers of the 5th Railway Division had never imagined that they would be able to see Chairman Chen Ke in person, let alone that the honor of receiving a flag personally presented by Chairman Chen Ke would fall to their division. This was because the 4th Railway Division was stationed in Huaihai Province. Representatives from the 4th, 6th, and 7th Divisions formed three small phalanxes respectively to participate in the flag presentation ceremony.

Chen Ke's voice came from the loudspeakers. "The ancients said that a journey of a thousand *li* can be started in the morning and arrived at in the evening; this is a beautiful imagination. Now, this beautiful imagination is about to become a reality in the hands of you Railway Corps comrades. The future China will first be a China on rails. Everyone must cross high mountains, span rivers, and tread over plains to lay iron rails on the land of our motherland. The beneficiaries will not be tens of thousands, not millions, not even tens of millions, but hundreds of millions, over a billion Chinese people will benefit through the railways. And everyone will remember the glorious name of the Railway Corps. All Railway Corps comrades are members of this great team, and your names will surely go down in history along with the great achievements of this great team! You are destined to be the meritorious servants of China!"

These young soldiers looked up at Chen Ke with a gaze full of longing. Although many people didn't know exactly what their work would involve, many had seen a railway and a locomotive speeding on the tracks for the first time only after arriving in Wuhan. Some even felt a sense of fear towards that behemoth spewing thick smoke. But hearing Chairman Chen Ke personally tell everyone that the Railway Corps was destined to be the meritorious servants of China, uncontrollable excitement and the ensuing cheers still resounded through the clouds.

As a child of the railway, Chen Ke had a natural affinity for the Railway Corps. Because Chen Ke had been accustomed to locomotives and tracks since early childhood, and accustomed to the sounding whistles. He knew the rule of no holidays 365 days a year, and the study sessions held every so often. This was the life of railway workers, day after day, year after year. So Chen Ke's voice contained enough passion; this was the first time since returning to the early 20th century that he truly felt the life he was once familiar with. Everything before his eyes was a part of Chen Ke's life. At least this team would build a part of the life Chen Ke once lived.

Facing the thunderous cheers, Chen Ke waved his hand, and the sprawling phalanx quickly quieted down. Minister of National Defense Hua Xiongmao seized the opportunity to shout into the microphone in front of him: "Now, proceed with the flag presentation!"

The Railway Corps did not yet have its own anthem, so the "People's Liberation Army March" was played. Commanders at the corps, division, regiment, and battalion levels ascended the podium one after another. The master of ceremonies shouted the designation of the unit, and Chen Ke held the flag of that unit with both hands and solemnly handed it to them. The commanders received the flag with both hands, then held the flag with their left hand and saluted Chen Ke with their right hand. Chen Ke also solemnly returned the salute. The observers from that unit would then applaud and cheer enthusiastically. Where had these young soldiers ever seen such a warm and solemn scene? The cheers rose wave after wave, and the cheers of tens of thousands of officers and soldiers could be heard within a range of several kilometers on both banks of the river.

Hundreds of kilometers away from where the flag presentation ceremony was taking place, the 4th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Railway Corps, along with the 4407th Division in the sequence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Huaihai Military District, had already received orders to march into Shangqiu. The Longhai Railway is the most important trunk railway line running through eastern, central, and western China, traversing the five provinces of Jiangsu, Anhui, Henan, Shaanxi, and Gansu. The Longhai Line and the Beijing-Guangzhou Line intersect in Zhengzhou, thereby establishing the foundation of Zhengzhou City. Zhengzhou City has an east-west Longhai Road and a north-south Jingguang Road. Chen Ke's life from junior high school to high school was spent by these two roads. The intersection of these two roads is the location of the Zhengzhou Railway Bureau.

Now the Bian-Luo Railway (Kaifeng to Luoyang) had been built, the railway from Lianyungang to Xuzhou was basically completed, and the railway from Xuzhou to Shangqiu was also under construction. The People's Party was determined to connect the eastern section of this newly built Longhai Line with the Bian-Luo Line. Once the backbone lines of the Beijing-Hankou Railway and the Longhai Road (Luoyang to Lianyungang) were built, the rich and vast plains could be controlled to a great extent through the railways.

Huaihai Provincial Military District Commander Wu Xingchen stood on an earthen slope. Before him were 50,000 mighty troops. Although the draft was written by Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen still felt the passion within it. He shouted loudly into the microphone: "Comrades, today is the day the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Railway Corps is formally established. It is also the day the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formally marches into Henan. This day has been written into our military history, and it will also be written into China's history in the future. This is not only the beginning of the liberation of Henan, but also the new beginning of the construction of Henan. The railway behind you comrades will follow your footsteps, westward, westward. In the next few hundred years, or even a thousand years, the name of this Longhai Railway will surely exist in the textbooks of Chinese schools. Every Chinese person will know this name. Because hundreds of millions, over a billion Chinese common people will take trains passing through this railway. This railway will be China's history, and every one of us present is a participant in this history."

In the past, Chen Ke rarely mentioned history in speeches addressed to the broad masses of officers and soldiers, because more than 90% of the newly enlisted soldiers had never heard of this word, and 99% of the soldiers did not understand what the word "history" actually meant. Wu Xingchen knew that the 50,000 officers and soldiers he faced now had received enough education, and a considerable number of new recruits even had an elementary school education level. Everyone could already understand the meaning of the word "history" and understand the meaning represented by "creating history." Even just this one item had already opened an unprecedented page in Chinese history. Not to mention how glorious the great undertaking these 50,000 officers and soldiers were about to create would be.

Cheers rang out following Wu Xingchen's speech. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army showed no fear, let alone any hesitation. The work everyone had to face had long been known to every comrade at the mobilization meeting. Not only to overthrow the enemy but also to build a new world. The difficulties to be faced were explained in detail by political workers at all levels, and precisely because of this, the enthusiasm of the young people redoubled instead. having seen with their own eyes and personally experienced the earth-shaking changes in the base areas, every soldier was surprised, delighted, and moved by it. Everyone knew how difficult the road ahead would be, and everyone knew how hard the work ahead would be. Although some comrades were full of confidence, and some comrades felt uneasy, at this moment all comrades knew that this order would not change. Every comrade knew that as long as they heard the order to march, they would march forward, forward, forward, shoulder to shoulder with other comrades.

"I now order, move out!" Wu Xingchen shouted the words the comrades were expecting. The majestic melody of the "People's Liberation Army March" rang out, and the troops rumbled forward toward the designated direction under the leadership of their commanders.

On November 23, gloomy clouds hung over Kaifeng City. Dense dark clouds obscured the sky, foreshadowing a rain at the turn of autumn and winter was about to fall. Zhang Zhenfang, Duan Zhigui, and Lei Zhenchun, these current high-ranking military and political officials of Henan, sat together in silence, their faces even gloomier than the sky before the rain. The news that the People's Party had formally marched into Henan in the name of building a railway left everyone at a loss.

In the past, although the People's Party's infiltration was annoying, at least no county seats or prefectural cities had fallen. This time, the People's Party no longer had any intention of hiding it. Thousands of troops marched all the way into Shangqiu City. The few defenders of Shangqiu City surrendered without a fight. The Intendant of Guide Circuit (*Guide Fu Daotai*) was captured alive. He was now locked up in the jail in Shangqiu City.

Getting this news was not due to how capable the intelligence system organized by Zhang Zhenfang was. After the People's Party imprisoned the Intendant of Guide Circuit, they immediately wrote a letter and sent someone on a fast horse to deliver it to Kaifeng. The letter listed the "Five Major Crimes" of the Intendant of Guide Circuit, such as harming the public for private gain and disregarding the interests of the people. These crimes were unbearable to read. In the final analysis, it was one sentence: "The Intendant of Guide Circuit refused to establish the Longhai Road East Line Shangqiu Section Management Committee together with the People's Party. This is counter-revolutionary and requires imprisonment."

The official document finally demanded that Henan Military Governor Zhang Zhenfang order the beheading of the Intendant of Guide Circuit and then display his head in various places in Henan as a warning to others.

Zhang Zhenfang had never seen such a barbaric "official document." He cursed in his heart, "Why don't you behead me, this Henan Military Governor, and display my head in various places in Henan as a warning to others?" These words certainly couldn't be spoken aloud. The implicit meaning in the People's Party's official document was actually a strong threat to Zhang Zhenfang.

As the Commander of the Beiyang 2nd Division, Duan Zhigui faced Henan Military Governor Zhang Zhenfang like Xu Shu entering Cao Cao's camp—no matter how Zhang Zhenfang urged him, he kept silent as much as possible. Zhang Zhenfang could no longer endure it, slamming the table and shouting angrily: "Commander Duan, you garrison the 2nd Division in Henan to protect the territory and comfort the people. The People's Party has now fought into Henan, yet you remain so silent. Are you waiting here for the People's Party to fight into Kaifeng? Although I haven't fought a war, I know a little about military matters. The current plan should be to deal them a head-on blow while the People's Party has not yet gained a firm foothold. I, this Henan Military Governor, may not be able to command you, but I have already sent a telegram to the Great President. Or should I send another telegram to the Great President telling him about your current conduct?"

Seeing that Zhang Zhenfang was almost driven mad with anger, Duan Zhigui had no choice but to speak. "Governor Zhang, we Beiyang troops follow rules when dispatching troops. Before dispatching troops, we first need to raise the regular pay by one tael of silver as a deployment fee. Regardless of how long it has been since last month's pay was issued, even if you just issued pay yesterday, if we are to dispatch troops today, this deployment fee must be issued immediately. Besides this, before charging in battle, 'life-selling money' must be issued. Everyone isn't doing it for silver, who would risk their life for you? It's best to pile a pile of silver dollars in front of the formation, and it must be explained that if one is unlucky and gets killed, our Beiyang Army provides generous compensation..."

Duan Zhigui rambled on about a circle of Beiyang Army rules, and Zhang Zhenfang almost fainted listening to it. Beiyang was truly "strictly disciplined"; many places where money was spent were clearly priced, quite methodical.

After finishing talking about the expenses to be paid at the time of deployment, during deployment, and during combat, Duan Zhigui looked troubled. "Governor Zhang, ever since the brothers have been stationed in Henan, the discipline has been strict, and they are not allowed to harass the common people. And there hasn't been a war for a long time, so the brothers are taking the lowest pay. This pay is also often delayed and not issued on time. Asking me to dispatch troops, fine. Governor Zhang, you have to take out one million silver dollars first. Otherwise, I, your brother, have no way to explain to those below. Even if we dispatch troops and confront the People's Party head-on, I'm afraid they will only go through the motions without putting in effort. Wouldn't that be even worse?"

Zhang Zhenfang's lips were trembling with anger at this point. "Soldiers are maintained for a thousand days to be used for one hour. Right now, the People's Party has already reached Shangqiu. If we beat back the People's Party, we will naturally reward you heavily. Asking for money now, this... can we still fight this war?"

Duan Zhigui answered loudly: "Governor Zhang, rules are rules. You are also a *Jinshi* graduate. Officialdom has the rules of officialdom, and we in the military also have the methods of the military. The rules of the Beiyang Army were set down in these years, and we have been doing it this way for many years. It's not that I, your brother, am unwilling to exert myself, but if I break the rules, how can I make the brothers of the 2nd Division believe what I say?"

"No wonder! No wonder!" Zhang Zhenfang murmured. He wanted to say no wonder the Beiyang Army mutinied in Beijing, but out of respect for Yuan Shikai's face, Zhang Zhenfang couldn't say it. Moreover, Zhang Zhenfang was not unheard of these rules from the late Qing Dynasty. The key now was that Henan didn't have ready cash either. Even though grain prices had risen recently, this grain couldn't be sold off in a short while. The money was spent as soon as it came to hand. Asking him to scrape together one million silver dollars now, he truly couldn't bring it out.

Seeing Zhang Zhenfang and Duan Zhigui almost locking horns, Lei Zhenchun hurriedly tried to smooth things over. "Governor Zhang, the People's Party is clearly coming for our Kaifeng now. Why don't we hurry up and send a telegram to the Great President? Ask the Central Government to send troops. At least hurry up and mobilize some money to solve this urgent need."

Zhang Zhenfang barely controlled his emotions. "The telegram has already been sent. I'll send another one to apply for some money from the Central Government."

By the next day, Yuan Shikai's reply telegram arrived. In the telegram, Yuan Shikai told Zhang Zhenfang that he had already ordered Duan Zhigui to defend Kaifeng to the death. What Zhang Zhenfang needed to do was to guarantee the grain supply. And to scrape together the pay as much as possible. The telegram repeatedly emphasized that Zhang Zhenfang, as the Henan Military Governor, had the responsibility to defend the territory. If Kaifeng fell, Zhang Zhenfang would definitely be held accountable.

Knowing that it didn't involve dispatching troops now, Zhang Zhenfang at least felt a bit better in his heart. The walls of Kaifeng City were quite high, so there was still a good hope for 20,000 Beiyang troops to defend Kaifeng City to the death. Moreover, the news brought back by the scouts sent out by Governor Zhang also made Governor Zhang feel relieved. Not only did the People's Party troops not concentrate to prepare for an attack on Kaifeng, but they instead swarmed out and went to the countryside. Hearing this news, Duan Zhigui immediately became spirited. "Presumably the People's Party went to the countryside to rob things. This is good; they won't come back without robbing for a month or so."

Zhang Zhenfang looked at Duan Zhigui with a look full of malice. He also knew some news about the Beiyang Army. Duan Zhigui dispatched many Beiyang Army spies to investigate the People's Party's intelligence, but the cavalry units were chased and annihilated by the People's Party cavalry, and hundreds had already been captured. The scouts of the Beiyang 2nd Division now only dared to operate within twenty-some *li* around Kaifeng City, tantamount to becoming blind and deaf. Zhang Zhenfang hated the army harassing the people most, but at this moment, with all of the People's Party's attention focused on going to the countryside to harass the people, they would be unable to attack Kaifeng. Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but hope that the People's Party would plague the countryside for as long as possible.

However, it is better to rely on oneself than on others. Zhang Zhenfang didn't stay idle either. He not only urgently assembled the tax police troops remaining in Kaifeng for arming and training but also urgently ordered the tax police troops scattered in various places to transfer half of their manpower to rush to Kaifeng. If they really encountered a situation where the People's Party attacked the city, having one's own trustworthy armed forces would make a world of difference in the result.

Tax Police School Principal Zhu Danbi was also burning with anxiety. Although he didn't like Zhang Zhenfang, the People's Party had publicized its political program to the whole country. The first article, thorough land reform, made Zhu Danbi decide to oppose the People's Party. At this point, Zhu Danbi couldn't care about past conflicts either. For several days in a row, he tried to incite the assemblymen in the Assembly to stand together with Zhang Zhenfang.

With the People's Party's land reform as a backdrop, the attitude of the assemblymen was naturally completely consistent. To Zhu Danbi's request that everyone donate money and grain as much as possible to support the government in resisting the People's Party's invasion, the assemblymen also agreed readily. But every time a meeting was held, there would be a few fewer assemblymen. After a few days, only a few assemblymen from the Shangqiu area remained in the Assembly. Other assemblymen were either on the road running back to their hometowns or preparing to run back to their hometowns. Looking at the deserted Assembly location, Zhu Danbi simply went to find Zhang Zhenfang to volunteer.

"Assemblyman Zhu, are you saying you want to go and blow up the People's Party's munitions depot?" Zhang Zhenfang looked at Zhu Danbi with an incredulous gaze.

Zhu Danbi looked tragic and heroic. "Exactly. The People's Party army is outside. I heard their troops have gone down to the countryside to plague the common people. I will take some people to infiltrate Shangqiu and blow up the People's Party's munitions depot. Without munitions, their formation will inevitably be thrown into chaos. At that time, whether the Central Government sends troops or the 2nd Division dispatches troops, the odds of winning will be much greater."

Zhang Zhenfang nodded slightly. This was not approval of Zhu Danbi, but because he recalled Zhou Zhentao's words: "The People's Party strongly opposes petty bourgeoisie joining the People's Party's ranks. This bunch of petty bourgeoisie is restless by nature; give them an inch and they'll take a mile. I see this person Zhu Danbi is a standard petty bourgeois. He is not afraid if you ask him to die; they are just afraid of not being able to do some earth-shattering big thing. So Governor Zhang, regardless of whether you like Zhu Danbi or not, as long as you win him over properly and let him feel that what he is doing is an earth-shattering big thing, this Zhu Danbi will definitely not let you down."

Zhou Zhentao's ability to judge people made Zhang Zhenfang feel sincere admiration. Since the establishment of the Tax Police Brigade, Zhu Danbi had always dared to stick his neck out on these offending matters, blocking quite a few open spears and hidden arrows for Zhang Zhenfang. And as long as Zhang Zhenfang lightly "covered" Zhu Danbi a bit at critical moments, Zhu Danbi would feel sincerely grateful.

Since Zhu Danbi was willing to take the huge risk to blow up the People's Party's munitions depot, Zhang Zhenfang naturally had no reason to stop him. He stood up and bowed deeply to Zhu Danbi. "Assemblyman Zhu, people say that a hero's true colors are shown only when the sea flows across. Now that Kaifeng is in imminent danger, the only one who dares to stand out is Assemblyman Zhu. In the past, I have offended Assemblyman Zhu a lot. Thinking about it now, I am truly ashamed."

"What are you saying, Governor Zhang!" Zhu Danbi hurriedly supported Zhang Zhenfang. "If not for Teacher recommending me to attend the Beiyang Normal School, how could I be where I am today? At this point, it is also time to do something for our elders in Henan. I am willing to step forward."

Zhang Zhenfang didn't know if he was moved or if he felt it was a bit too laughable. Anyway, when he couldn't help grinning, he suddenly felt a sourness in his nose, and tears actually flowed out. "Assemblyman Zhu, your trip is fraught with danger. I naturally hope you can return safely. But if you cannot return, I will definitely build a big tomb for you in our Xiangcheng, so that the people of Xiangcheng will remember Assemblyman Zhu."

Zhu Danbi lowered his voice and said, "Governor Zhang, on this trip I must not reveal my identity. It's just that I'm still not at ease about the Beiyang New Army. They are hesitant to move forward; I'm afraid they are completely unreliable."

Zhang Zhenfang hurriedly wiped his tears. "Assemblyman Zhu, I am already prepared to live or die with Kaifeng. If the People's Party attacks Kaifeng, I will personally hold a gun and supervise the battle. I will never let the Beiyang Army abandon the city and flee, leaving the people of Kaifeng to the People's Party to plague."

Hearing Zhang Zhenfang speak sincerely, Zhu Danbi had tears in the corners of his eyes. "Governor Zhang, if it can really be so, that would be great."

Zhang Zhenfang stepped forward and patted Zhu Danbi on the shoulder. "Assemblyman Zhu, I also know about your family situation. You are upright and honest. When the tax police arrived in Xiangcheng, you asked them to collect tax from your family first. I will send someone to Xiangcheng right now to order the local officials to exempt your family from taxes. Even if you cannot return smoothly from this trip, you absolutely don't need to worry about things at home."

Hearing Zhang Zhenfang mention his home, a look of sadness appeared on Zhu Danbi's face. After hesitating for a while, he said, "I accept Governor Zhang's kindness."

Sure enough, just as Zhou Zhentao had predicted, Zhang Zhenfang had a "heart-to-heart" talk with Zhu Danbi, fully acknowledging the great significance of Zhu Danbi's actions. Zhu Danbi also didn't have the slightest shamelessness of those old officialdom slickers. He selected a few capable tax police and set off quietly three days later. Before leaving, he only left a few letters and didn't even bid farewell to Zhang Zhenfang.

Zhang Zhenfang naturally couldn't let Zhu Danbi go like this. He sent people to chase after him and deliver a few horses and two hundred taels of silver. After the personal attendant who handled the matter assured Zhang Zhenfang that Zhu Danbi and the others had indeed gone in the direction of Shangqiu, Zhang Zhenfang breathed a long sigh of relief.

Zhu Danbi and his party headed straight for Shangqiu. Zhu Danbi knew the news that the People's Party was intercepting and killing spies coming out of Kaifeng along the way. To avoid the People's Party's interception, the group specifically took small roads between villages.

Zhu Danbi also knew about "the People's Party troops scattering to the countryside to plague the common people," but along the way, they unexpectedly didn't encounter large groups of refugees as imagined. When asking the villagers along the way, everyone had heard that the People's Party had arrived in Xuchang, but they hadn't heard of any looting by the People's Party. However, the further west they went, the more prevalent another legend became. The common people swore that recently some silver-white birds had been flying in the sky, making a huge buzzing sound. It seemed there were people sitting on the birds. This news was really too bizarre, but since the common people telling these stories swore they had seen it with their own eyes, Zhu Danbi had to feel quite puzzled.

On the third day of walking, Zhu Danbi heard a strange buzzing sound. It didn't sound like a mosquito, nor did it sound like any flying insect Zhu Danbi had ever heard. At first, it was only faint. Looking around, he couldn't see any signs. As the buzzing sound became louder and louder, Zhu Danbi looked up and saw two strange things suddenly fly down from the dark clouds.

That thing looked like a bird and also had wings. It was just that the wings didn't flap at all. And the wings were double-layered, with a long silver object sandwiched in the middle. When Zhu Danbi and the others noticed the things in the sky, the things in the sky seemed to have also noticed Zhu Danbi. The strange thing flying in the sky turned its body sideways, revealing a gadget that looked like glass on the top. Zhu Danbi had sharp eyes; he saw a strange-looking head poking out from inside, looking carefully at Zhu Danbi and the others for a moment.

The time of intersection between the two sides was not long. Soon, those two strange things flew into the clouds. After another while, the buzzing sound also disappeared without a trace. Encountering such a strange thing, Zhu Danbi's group slowed down their horses and argued about what exactly was in the sky. Just as they were talking heatedly, the sound of horse hooves came from the distance. Soon, a team of cavalry galloped towards Zhu Danbi and the others. Those people were all wearing the People's Party's dark blue military uniforms and holding rifles in their hands. At a glance, this group of people was well-trained. A dozen people surrounded them in a semi-encirclement without stopping.

Fight or run? Zhu Danbi thought fiercely in his heart for a moment. He still felt that the people opposite might just be People's Party spies and didn't know who he really was. Holding this thought, Zhu Danbi ordered his subordinates to pretend as if nothing had happened and continue walking forward.

After being tightly surrounded, Zhu Danbi didn't resist either. He just asked innocently: "I wonder what business you military masters have?"

The officer of the cavalry squad looked Zhu Danbi up and down carefully for a few times, then suddenly laughed: "Principal Zhu, what business brings you to Shangqiu?"
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Zhu Danbi and his companions were all tied up with their hands behind their backs, but the People's Party did not make things too difficult for them. They allowed the group to sit on horses, with the reins held by cavalrymen riding alongside them. As they passed through villages, the villagers stopped to watch this strange procession. Zhu Danbi felt a mix of pride and shame. Working for the people of Henan was a source of pride for him, but being stared at by the common folk as if he were a criminal made him feel extremely ashamed. To explain that he wasn't a bad person caught doing something illegal, Zhu Danbi shouted loudly, "Fellow villagers, I am Zhu Danbi, a member of the Henan Provincial Assembly. The People's Party is invading Henan. If you face any difficulties, hurry to the provincial capital, Kaifeng, to take shelter."

The villagers listened blankly to Zhu Danbi's shouting, looking completely confused. After shouting for a while and seeing no response, Zhu Danbi got annoyed. He simply yelled, "There's going to be a war! Everyone, hurry to Kaifeng to avoid the disaster!" This sentence finally had an effect; the villagers' faces turned fearful upon hearing it.

The cavalrymen hadn't stopped Zhu Danbi from shouting, but when he started howling about war, they spurred their horses to speed up. Zhu Danbi and the others had their legs tied to the stirrups. As the speed increased, the horses began to bump along. Zhu Danbi bit his tongue, the pain causing tears to stream down his face. He clamped his mouth shut, unable to make another sound.

They traveled a long way. The further north they went, the more red flags appeared in the villages. Some village walls were painted with slogans like "Class Struggle, Land Revolution," "The People's Party is the Party of Us Common Folk," and "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the Army of Us Common Folk." The villagers continued their daily lives, showing no signs of having been looted.

Because the cavalrymen next to him had played a trick on him, causing him to bite his tongue, Zhu Danbi was in constant pain and filled with anger, refusing to make a sound. However, seeing the situation in the countryside was completely different from what he had imagined, he couldn't help but want to ask questions. But the horses were moving too fast, and he couldn't find a chance to speak.

As the sun slanted westward, a military camp appeared ahead. The cavalrymen stopped their horses in front of the camp. They weren't let in immediately; the guards only allowed them to pass after checking the password and confirming there were no issues.

Zhu Danbi and the others were detained in a very ordinary tent. The group of captives didn't have time to observe their surroundings; they first requested to relieve themselves. After clearing their accumulated waste, they finally felt settled. When they returned to the tent, someone was already waiting for them.

"You must be Principal Zhu. I've heard a lot about you," a young man who was obviously an officer said with a smile.

Sizing up the speaker, Zhu Danbi asked coldly, "Why did you arrest us?"

"What did Principal Zhu come here to do?" the officer asked, still smiling.

"As a member of the Henan Assembly, am I not allowed to walk in Henan?" Zhu Danbi said loudly.

"Walking is of course fine, but if you volunteer to come and blow up our ammunition dump, that is absolutely not allowed." Because he held the initiative, the young officer was very relaxed.

Zhu Danbi was young after all, and his expression changed immediately. His mission to blow up the ammo dump was a secret operation; he hadn't expected the People's Party to figure out his movements so completely. He wanted to quibble, but he didn't know what to say.

The officer smiled and said, "Principal Zhu, we won't kill you. After all, you are a representative elected by the people of Xiangcheng. Since you haven't managed to do anything bad yet, killing you directly wouldn't be easy to explain to the people of Xiangcheng. However, you'll have to suffer a bit for a while. You'll go to the prison in Shangqiu to reflect on why you wanted to blow up our ammo dump. You guys eat first; after you eat, someone will escort you to Shangqiu."

Seeing the young officer's disdainful attitude towards him—not treating him as an important figure at all—Zhu Danbi got angry. "You invade Henan without cause, yet you act as if you're in the right."

"Oh? So you and Zhang Zhenfang pretending to be masters of Henan makes sense then?" the young officer mocked.

"I am an assembly member elected by the people of Xiangcheng!" Zhu Danbi, feeling greatly humiliated, roared immediately.

"Haha," the young officer laughed. "It's precisely because you were elected by the people of Xiangcheng that we are sparing your life, even though you planned to blow up our ammo dump. If it were any of those other local tyrants and evil gentry in the assembly, we would have dragged them out and shot them."

Seeing the People's Party's barbaric attitude, Zhu Danbi was so angry he couldn't speak. After a while, he shouted, "The people of Henan will never accept you as their masters!"

The young officer laughed. "That's not for you to worry about. Hurry up and eat; we have to get moving after the meal."

That night, they didn't ride horses. The People's Party tied Zhu Danbi and the others up and locked them on a supply cart. After bumping along all night, they arrived in Shangqiu at dawn.

Zhu Danbi glanced at the rising sun but was surprised to see the two strange birds he had seen yesterday flying from the distance across the sky. He wanted to take a closer look, but the soldiers behind him pushed and shoved them into the prison. As the heavy prison doors closed, Zhu Danbi was plunged into darkness once again.

Chai Qingguo, Director of the Longhai Railway East Section Management Committee, received the news of Zhu Danbi's capture early in the morning. He simply grunted in acknowledgement. The People's Party's intelligence agency had penetrated every aspect of Kaifeng; Zhu Danbi's capture wasn't something to make a big fuss about.

Moreover, the immediate task wasn't to deal with Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, but to digest the captured territory as quickly as possible. In the morning, Chai Qingguo had to meet with the local landlords of Shangqiu to negotiate land reform matters. There was a tricky issue here: Shang Yuan's relatives were major landlords in Shangqiu. If handled improperly, it would be difficult for Chai Qingguo to face Shang Yuan in the future.

The landlords were quite tactful. When Chai Qingguo invited them, they all came obediently. Compared to the small landlords who tried every possible way to avoid meeting, they were indeed much smarter. More than a dozen of the largest local landlords gathered in the conference room. They either looked uneasy or kept straight faces, but generally, none of them lost their composure.

Chai Qingguo said pleasantly, "I invited everyone here today to discuss something. We want to implement land reform and distribute the land equally. You are all the biggest landlords in Guide Prefecture. The land reform regulations state that all land will be state-owned. Those willing to farm can receive three mu of land per person. I want to ask everyone, how can we implement land reform in a way that makes you happy?"

The landlords looked at each other in dismay. The gap between Chai Qingguo's tone and the content of his speech was too great. After a long while, someone finally tentatively said, "Comrade Chai, we don't want land reform. This land was passed down from our ancestors; we can't let it be lost in our hands."

Chai Qingguo remained pleasant. "First, we don't use titles like 'Adult' or 'Lord' here. You should address me as Comrade Chai. Second, as soon as you opened your mouth, you went off-topic. We are discussing how to implement land reform in a way that makes you happy; we are not discussing whether or not to implement land reform. I can say it again: land reform *must* be implemented."

Fortunately, the attendees were all major landlords who had seen the world. Even when faced with someone as "unreasonable" as Chai Qingguo, they didn't lose their basic rationality. Shang Yuan's uncle, Shang Yisheng, stood up and cupped his hands. "Comrade Chai, if you want grain or money, although our family assets are meager, we will do our best to help. My nephew Shang Yuan holds a position in your party. We have some ties of friendship, after all. If there's something you need, please speak directly; why start by frightening us?"

Hearing this, the landlords quickly chimed in. "Yes, I am willing to donate five thousand taels to reward the troops. Your army has not committed the slightest offense since arriving in Guide Prefecture; I donate this willingly."

"I will also donate five thousand."

"Although my family isn't as wealthy, I'll donate three thousand."

Listening to the landlords trying to "spend money to avoid disaster," Chai Qingguo asked them to sit down first before speaking. "Do you think we are the Beiyang Army or the Qing Government? That's where you are mistaken. We don't want money, and we don't want grain. What we want is land reform. I can give everyone a guarantee right here: after the land reform is completed and everyone receives their own land, we won't ask for your money or grain. I can even write a pledge for everyone on this point."

Shang Yisheng stood up again. Chai Qingguo waved his hand. "Please sit down to speak. Just talk; don't keep standing up and bowing. It wastes time."

Hearing this, Shang Yisheng sat back in his chair. "Comrade Chai, according to what you said, you don't want money or grain. Do you want our businesses then?"

Chai Qingguo explained, "We don't want your mills or oil presses either. We don't even want the land for ourselves. The People's Party's land reform means land nationalization. Land is not allowed to be bought or sold. Those willing to farm will be allocated land to farm. Those willing to work in factories can hand over their land and go become workers. If they work in the factory until they don't want to anymore and wish to return to farming, we will allocate land to them again. We don't want the land for ourselves; our system plans land usage this way."

"So, you insist on taking our land?"

"Correct."

"You take our land, and the People's Party won't pay for it."

"That's right."

After this exchange, the landlords' faces turned ashen, and they fell silent. Shang Yisheng held back for a long time before suddenly asking with an emotion that was hard to decipher, "Since you say you don't want the land, why must you have land reform?"

"Gentlemen, the People's Party has no old grudges or recent hatred towards you. As Mr. Shang said, we even have some ties. But if China wants to avoid being bullied by foreigners and become a new country where everyone can live and work in peace, we must solve the land problem. Moreover, we absolutely do not accept the old order that relies on land exploitation. In our new system, the significance of land is to be cultivated by laborers to provide food for all the common people in China. This isn't a land issue of one or two people; this is an issue concerning the feeding of the entire Chinese population..."

"Just confiscating our land won't be enough to feed all the common people in China," a landlord immediately retorted.

"Therefore, we have fully implemented land nationalization and land reform within our base areas. Every new place we arrive at will also undergo land nationalization and land reform. For you gentlemen, it's just a matter of sooner or later; there is no question of whether or not it will happen. As long as the People's Party is not exterminated, land reform will inevitably be implemented."

Hearing Chai Qingguo say, "As long as the People's Party is not exterminated, land reform will inevitably be implemented," a cold light flashed in the eyes of several landlords. Chai Qingguo acted as if he didn't see it, a kind smile remaining on his face.

Discussing land reform with these landlords wasn't just "asking a tiger for its skin"; it was completely "plotting against the tiger for its hide." Within the base areas, there was no debate or disagreement about eliminating landlords. Many landlords had already been killed in the four provinces, and Henan naturally wouldn't be an exception. However, having just arrived in Henan, if the landlords were to "rise up in rebellion," that would be the best possible outcome. Eliminating the landlords' armed forces and confiscating their land in the process would be the easiest choice. If not for this purpose, Chai Qingguo wouldn't have tirelessly discussed "how to implement land reform in a way that makes landlords happy." Chai Qingguo wasn't stupid; how could he not know that the landlords would absolutely not be happy?

"Comrade Chai, forgive my bluntness. We don't want to hand over our land, and we certainly won't be happy about it. You are asking too much. However, what I said just now still counts. If your army needs provisions and funds, just say the word, and my family will provide whatever we have." Shang Yisheng said.

Chai Qingguo laughed. "I said it before, and I'll confirm it again now. We absolutely do not want your grain or money."

Both sides spoke polite words and drew their acceptable bottom lines, even though these bottom lines were worlds apart. However, without tearing off the mask of civility, the meeting ended without any result.

As soon as the landlords left, Chai Qingguo immediately convened a meeting with the staff who had completed the initial land reform survey.

"The situation of the landlords in Shangqiu has been basically investigated. Their primary method of doing evil personally is usury; not many directly attack the common people. Even if there are such cases, it's mostly in collusion with bandits."

"The villages bordering our base area aren't too opposed to land reform. But the further away you get, the worse it is."

"Some poorer villages are willing to accept land reform; it doesn't affect them much either way. But these villages are mainly eyeing the cheap goods provided by our supply and marketing cooperatives. They don't care at all about the political significance of land reform."

"There are many bandits in Shangqiu, and every major landlord has their own armed force."

"The local people are still uninterested in the liberating significance of land reform. Also, the local opera is very different from that in our base area. We held a few plays, but due to language issues, the people couldn't really accept them."

Reports summarizing the characteristics of local land reform from political, military, cultural, and folk customs perspectives were aggregated one by one by the People's Party.

"Commissar Gu, what do you think?" Chai Qingguo asked Gu Lu, Political Commissar of the 4407th Division.

Gu Lu didn't speak immediately. His promotion had truly been meteoric. Originally, Chai Qingguo intended for Gu Lu to be the Political Commissar of the "Longhai Railway East Section Management Committee," which was effectively equivalent to the position of Secretary of the Henan Provincial Committee of the People's Party. Gu Lu had firmly declined, saying, "I know how many buns I can eat and how much soup I can drink. Putting me in that job would just be wasting everyone's time." So in the end, Gu Lu only took the post of Political Commissar of the 4407th Division.

Chai Qingguo's question ultimately boiled down to "where to start with land reform work." This was no small matter; if the starting direction was wrong, it would affect the next steps.

After thinking it over, Gu Lu said, "Since the current work is focused on repairing the railway, and the masses in the areas bordering us have a better foundation, we should start from two lines: along the railway line and along the old border line. As for the political propaganda work for land reform, whether the common people like to hear it or not, we must publicize it. If the people don't understand the reasoning, we'll switch to a different way of saying it. No matter what, this principle must be explained. We must let the people know that land reform isn't unrelated to them, nor is it simply dividing up land. Once they participate in land reform, we won't let them fend for themselves. They become part of our base area, and the state will be responsible for whether they can live better lives."

Hearing this, other cadres couldn't help but frown. Opening up new base areas, especially instilling the perception of a brand-new state model into the people, was the hardest work. The People's Party had started by providing disaster relief—occupying the land first and explaining later. Gu Lu was actually making "explaining the reasoning" the current priority; the difficulty of this was not trivial.

"Commissar Gu, you are also from Henan, but the language gap is too big. People from your Xinyang, Henan, go to Shangqiu, and they still can't understand what's being said."

"If they don't understand, then transfer art troupes from Huaihai Province, or hire local opera troupes in Shangqiu to sing this play. If they don't know how to write the play, send a telegram to the Party Central Committee requesting support from comrades in the art troupes who know how to write plays. No matter what, we must stage the great drama of land reform all over Shangqiu. The common people don't like listening to slogans, but they always like watching plays." Gu Lu answered firmly.

The comrades looked at Chai Qingguo in embarrassment, but Chai Qingguo nodded. "I support Comrade Gu Lu's opinion."

Everyone lacked a better way to start, and Gu Lu's words made a lot of sense, so the Party Committee passed Gu Lu's opinion.

Just as the meeting was about to adjourn, Chai Qingguo said, "By the way, I have another suggestion. In the areas along the two lines Comrade Gu Lu mentioned, try to temporarily rent land in the villages to build airfields as much as possible. The common people are very pragmatic. Having things that can fly in the sky, letting them see these things fly with their own eyes, and even letting them touch them with their own hands, is probably more effective than saying ten thousand words."

This suggestion wasn't too outrageous, and the comrades passed it with a simple vote. However, the other comrades didn't know that this suggestion had been discussed privately between Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo. Chen Ke just didn't like using overly bizarre things to intimidate the people; after all, the People's Party's ideological and political work was the priority. Relying solely on airplanes to scare the people might work in the short term, but if the comrades relaxed their efforts in propagating revolution and liberation in the countryside and relied blindly on "strong medicine" like high-tech products, the consequences would be unimaginable. If Gu Lu hadn't firmly requested to thoroughly mobilize the masses in Shangqiu, and if this suggestion hadn't also been passed, Chai Qingguo would absolutely not have dared to bring out this little trick.

Outside the Shangqiu prison, land reform was in full swing; inside the Shangqiu prison, there was no impact at all. Life for Zhu Danbi and the others wasn't too hard. The People's Party jailers didn't extort them or abuse them; they just kept them locked up. They were given food on time, and the chamber pots were cleaned on time. Aside from that, it was just long stretches of boredom.

The first four or five days were passable, but after a while, Zhu Danbi and the other young men felt they couldn't take it anymore. This isolation from the world seemed endless day after day. Everyone began to worry: would they be locked up in the People's Party prison until they died of old age? Although he wanted to maintain his dignity and had originally decided not to say a word, after being locked up for a while, the young men who came with Zhu Danbi couldn't bear it anymore and started begging the jailers, wanting to know when they would be released.

During the exchanges, Zhu Danbi and the others learned that the People's Party didn't have the term "jailer," nor did they use titles like "Adult." Everyone addressed each other as "Comrade." The person in charge of prison work was named Liu, and he wasn't very talkative. To Zhu Danbi and the others' questions, his answer was, "I will tell you immediately when there is news."

Apart from that, it was just waiting day after day. Zhu Danbi felt that perhaps, probably, maybe half a month had passed when someone finally came to interrogate him. Under the envious gazes of his companions, Zhu Danbi finally walked out of the prison gate.

Breathing the fresh air outside, Zhu Danbi felt as if all the joints in his body had rusted. Under the strong sunlight, he had to squint for a long time to gradually adapt to the outside light.

The interrogator was also very young. After asking Zhu Danbi to sit down, the interrogator asked, "Principal Zhu Danbi, I want to ask you about a situation. Exactly how much grain did you collect in Shangqiu? I hope you can tell me."

Hearing this, Zhu Danbi frowned. Was the People's Party preparing to collect taxes again? Although he knew the People's Party would definitely collect taxes in Shangqiu, he hadn't expected them to do so less than four months after Henan Province had collected its own taxes.

Seeing Zhu Danbi remain silent, the interrogator said seriously, "We have no intention of collecting taxes this year. It's just that the tax accounts we found do not match the grain in Shangqiu's inventory. And the discrepancy is very large. The statements from the local tax police troops and local officials don't match up. Presumably, someone has lined their pockets and embezzled the tax grain. What exactly is going on? I hope Principal Zhu can cooperate with the investigation."

"You are looking for trouble out of nothing. I will absolutely not cooperate with you." Zhu Danbi retorted stiffly. After saying this, he still didn't feel relieved, so he sneered and said, "Are you so sure that the local officials took the grain, and not your people stealing it secretly? Maybe it's a thief crying 'stop thief'."

The interrogator didn't get angry; he just smiled. "Principal Zhu, as far as we know, Shangqiu collected 70 million *jin* of grain locally. But after we seized Shangqiu, the total grain found in the warehouses was less than 30 million *jin*. These 40 million *jin* of grain were all grown by the hard work of the Henan people, and it just vanished into thin air? Do you really not care about this matter at all?"

Hearing about the deficit of 40 million *jin* of grain, Zhu Danbi was completely stunned. No wonder the People's Party cared so much about this; it was indeed not a small amount. Even if Zhu Danbi refused to cooperate with the People's Party, he felt that he needed to get to the bottom of this matter himself.



★


Turmoil Part 6

Volume 5 - Chapter 6

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 6: Turmoil (Part 6)

"This Zhu fellow has rich expressions and loves to preach big principles. He must be a petty bourgeois, right?" Comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee began their summary meeting after concluding the initial interrogation of Zhu Danbi.

"Seeing how he volunteered to blow up our ammo dump and served as the principal of the Tax Police School, I thought this guy was just a die-hard running dog of the exploiting class, firmly supporting the exploiting class line. After being caught, he didn't beg for mercy or make a sound. I didn't expect to have misjudged him."

"The fanaticism of the petty bourgeoisie is just like a dick; it gets hard at the drop of a hat! Especially when they think they are fighting for some principle, they look decent enough. He still doesn't think he's wrong. I don't think we need to pay attention to him. The biggest problem with these people is that they can't stand loneliness. If we leave him hanging for a while, he'll become honest on his own."

"We've only tracked down the whereabouts of over 20 million jin of grain so far. Where did the other 20 million jin go? If this Zhu refuses to cooperate, a lot of things will be really hard to handle."

"If Zhu won't cooperate, the people will definitely cooperate. Let's ignore Zhu for now. We'll follow the line of the handlers on one side, and start investigating from those big landlords on the other."

"Land reform hasn't been completed yet. How willing would those big landlords be to cooperate with us? Should we put this matter aside for now?"

"If we want to put it aside, we have to report to Director Chai."

After the summary meeting, the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee reported the recent situation to Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "We can put this matter aside for now. Continue following the line of the handlers, but be ready to start investigating the big landlords at any time."

After sending off the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Chai Qingguo did not continue working but leaned back in his chair to rest. Shortly after, a guard came in to announce, "Director Chai, Secretary Shang Yuan has arrived."

Shang Yuan and Chai Qingguo hadn't seen each other for a while. The Central Committee held a plenary session, and Shang Yuan went to Wuhan to attend it. Chai Qingguo was responsible for the advance into Henan. In a blink of an eye, they hadn't met for more than two months.

After a simple handshake, Shang Yuan, looking travel-worn, said, "Old Chai, are the troops ready?"

"They are ready. We can set off at any time."

"Then I'll leave now."

Seeing Shang Yuan so anxious, Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "We were preparing to listen to you convey the spirit of the Central Committee Plenary Session. You're going off to handle your own family affairs immediately; isn't that too rushed?"

Shang Yuan never liked to joke. He frowned and replied, "Has the ideological mobilization work been done for the troops? Don't let people think I'm returning home in glory."

Chai Qingguo originally wanted to ease the mood with a joke, but seeing Shang Yuan show no sign of relaxing, he half-jokingly said, "Secretary Shang, the comrades aren't that petty. Since it's work, they will treat it completely as work. They won't let their imaginations run wild. You can rest assured about that."

Shang Yuan heard Chai Qingguo's meaning and nodded vigorously. "As long as the comrades don't have other views, I will naturally handle my family's affairs well."

In the China of 1912, the vast majority of commoners had never seen a neat formation of a thousand people in their lives, let alone a thousand cavalrymen. Except for the scouts far ahead, Shang Yuan was at the very front of the column. He had been away from home for ten years. When he left, he was a newly minted *Juren* (provincial graduate) in his early twenties. At that time, Shang Yuan hadn't thought about participating in a revolution. His thoughts were the same as the ancestors of the Shang family: go out and serve as an official for the Qing Dynasty to bring glory to the family. Unexpectedly, when he returned, Shang Yuan was already a great hero who had overthrown the Qing Dynasty. The speed of the world's changes made Shang Yuan sigh with emotion.

The highest official position recorded in the Shang family genealogy was only a Governor. Shang Yuan's current position was equivalent to the Governor of Huaihai Province, and he was also a Central Committee member of the People's Party, equivalent to a minister walking in the Grand Council of the former Qing Dynasty. He was already the highest-ranking person in the Shang family genealogy. Moreover, the ancestor who became a Governor was only from a side branch of the Shang family, while Shang Yuan was a descendant of the main lineage. The current patriarch of the Shang family was Shang Yuan's biological uncle. Now, escorted by more than a thousand cavalrymen in a mighty procession to return home, this prestige was enough to be written into the Shang family genealogy.

Shang Yuan's relatives had long been notified that this currently famous member of the family was coming back. The People's Party Air Force had been frequently visiting Shang Family Village since the day before yesterday. Even though the Shang family was well-informed, they had never heard of these unheard-of machines that could fly in the sky. However, the People's Party messenger who came to deliver the letter told the Shang family patriarch that this was the Air Force clearing the way for Secretary Shang Yuan. Although still afraid in his heart, Shang Yuan's uncle, Shang Yisheng, could only believe it.

The Shang family had more than 60,000 *mu* of land registered with the government. In reality, the dozen or so villages around Shang Family Village all farmed Shang family land. The villagers heard that the high official of the People's Party, Shang Yuan, who had recently captured Guide Prefecture and controlled the entire Shangqiu area, was coming back. There were many onlookers along the way. Everyone had become slightly accustomed to the airplanes in the sky, but the spectacle of a thousand cavalrymen left the commoners without even the courage to say hello.

Shang Yisheng had already brought the main members of the Shang clan to welcome him. Watching the time it took for the planes in the sky to pass become shorter and shorter, Shang Yisheng knew that Shang Yuan was getting close. Sure enough, it didn't take long for a large group of troops to appear in Shang Yisheng's field of vision.

More than a thousand cavalrymen were like a long dragon, moving forward along the road. Shang Yisheng discovered a peculiar thing: the road in front of Shang Family Village was wide enough for four horses to walk abreast, but the cavalrymen rode two by two, sticking to the right side of the road, leaving the left side completely empty. Naturally, no one dared to fight for the road with Shang Yuan at this moment, but the People's Party troops showed no signs of bullying people. As long as one didn't deliberately fight for the road with Shang Yuan, the People's Party's march could actually not disturb the pedestrians on the road.

Seeing such a disciplined and orderly team, Shang Yisheng was not as excited as the others. For example, Shang Yuan's father-in-law, Wu Jiuling, was beaming with joy, constantly saying in the crowd how capable Shang Yuan was.

In the blink of an eye, the vanguard of the cavalry had arrived in front of Shang Family Village. The troops didn't stop but continued to advance towards the back of Shang Family Village. The Shang family relatives who came to welcome them didn't take it seriously. It wasn't until Shang Yuan and the others arrived at the village entrance that Shang Yisheng discovered that the People's Party had unknowingly surrounded Shang Family Village.

According to reason, Shang Yuan should have dismounted and walked when he saw his elders from a distance. However, Shang Yuan rode his horse directly in front of everyone. Sitting high on his horse and looking down at his own relatives, Shang Yuan didn't smile, nor did he intend to dismount. instead, he took a megaphone from a guard beside him and shouted loudly to his close relatives who were close at hand: "I, under the orders of Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party, am supervising the land reform work in the Shang Family Village area. As the person in charge, I announce to you all that you are now under arrest."

The cavalry behind Shang Yuan had already taken down their carbines. As Shang Yuan announced the news of the Shang family's arrest, the cavalrymen raised their carbines in unison, the dark muzzles coldly pointing at the large group of people in front of them.

Facing the sudden change, Shang Yisheng's face turned ashen. He sneered, "Wangshan, are you crazy!"

Shang Yuan smiled bitterly, "Uncle, of course I'm not crazy. More than a month ago, I volunteered to Chairman Chen of the People's Party to personally solve the land reform problem of our Shang family. There are planes in the sky, and cavalry have surrounded the village; there is nowhere to run. Uncle, just accept your fate."

The welcoming assembly turned into an arrest assembly in the blink of an eye. The magnitude of this change was almost unacceptable to the Shang family. But the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't expected the big landlord Shang family to accept it anyway. The purpose of dispatching a thousand cavalrymen, including the Air Force, was to implement a one-time mass arrest. Cavalrymen had already jumped off their horses, twisted the arms of the Shang family relatives behind their backs, and handcuffed them. The main members of the Shang family in the local area were basically all at the village entrance; this was a clean sweep. These people were sent onto the carts following the cavalry. Shang Yuan seemed not to hear how the Shang family members shouted abuse and viciously cursed him. He turned around and said to the cavalry regiment commander leading the team, "Take them all back to Guide Prefecture."

The cavalry regiment commander saw this genuine act of placing righteousness above family for the first time and was deeply moved by Shang Yuan's revolutionary awareness. He saluted Shang Yuan seriously from his horse, "Yes!"

With Shang Yuan personally supervising the operation, the Shang family members didn't suffer much, nor were they injured. On the contrary, more than a dozen soldiers suffered minor injuries when capturing the young and strong men of the Shang family. Two days later, all members of the Shang family were sent into the newly built concentration camp.

Seeing Shang Yuan's ugly expression, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but say, "Secretary Shang, how about I handle the rest of the matters?"

Shang Yuan shook his head, "Old Chai, I appreciate your kindness, but I must handle this matter personally. You verify the work team's assignments quickly; we must grasp the implementation of land reform in the Shang Family Village area." After saying this, Shang Yuan paused for a moment before saying, "Old Chai, thank you."

Chai Qingguo smiled, "What are you thanking me for? If you really want to thank someone, go thank Chairman Chen; the pressure he withstood is much greater than mine. And this time wasn't bad; no lives were lost. If you insist on handling this personally, then it will be hard work for you."

That night, Shang Yisheng was brought into Shang Yuan's office. After the Shang family members were sent to the concentration camp, the troops delivered meals to them. Some people couldn't eat because of fear, but Shang Yisheng was very open-minded. After eating and drinking, he lay down and slept in the dormitory. Shang Yuan looked rather exhausted, while Shang Yisheng was full of energy.

Shang Yuan spoke first, "Uncle, I am responsible for the land reform in the Shang Family Village area this time. This emergency action has startled you."

Shang Yisheng showed no sign of anger. He just sneered, "Hmph, Wangshan, a little fright is nothing to me. Since you are the one handling this matter, Uncle feels in his heart that you still keep your family in mind. If you hadn't set up such a scheme, but that Comrade Chai led soldiers to our Shang Family Village, I'm afraid this village would have been flattened by him. So Uncle doesn't blame you for setting such a trap."

Shang Yuan felt a bit surprised. He knew his uncle Shang Yisheng was an extremely smart person, and also ruthless and daring. But he didn't expect Shang Yisheng to be smart to this extent. A helpless smile appeared on Shang Yuan's tired face, "Uncle, I followed you more since I was young, even more than I followed my father. You are a truly smart person."

"I never care whether outsiders say I'm smart or not; in this world, one has to survive first." Shang Yisheng smiled helplessly, "You grew up by my side, and I always wanted you to inherit the family business. Because of this, your brother didn't want to talk to me anymore. I think you should know this."

Shang Yuan certainly knew. The brother Shang Yisheng mentioned was not Shang Yuan's biological brother, but his cousin, Shang Yisheng's own son, Shang Yu. Regarding the candidate for the next patriarch, naturally, the eldest branch of Shang Yisheng's line would inherit. However, specifically which child of the eldest branch would inherit the family business was once a subject of fierce competition. The two most competitive ones were Shang Yuan and Shang Yu. Shang Yuan didn't want to make things difficult for his uncle, and he knew that direct refusal was the worst strategy. So Shang Yuan concentrated on studying to obtain an official degree. After passing the *Juren* exam, Shang Yuan asked the family for a sum of money to buy an official title and left his hometown. Hearing his uncle mention this again, Shang Yuan also felt quite emotional.

Shang Yisheng had no intention of showing goodwill to Shang Yuan. His face went cold as he continued, "Wangshan, I'm just curious. What kind of future are you planning to trade our Shang family for? I watched you grow up, I know what kind of person you are, so you don't need to tell any lies about being forced or helpless. I really want to know, what kind of sky-high wealth and honor could make you disown your own kin like this?"

Shang Yuan sighed, "Uncle, I was young and ignorant before. If you had told me back then that everything you did was just to survive, I wouldn't have understood. Now I really understand. Everything I do now is truly not for any glory, wealth, or honor. Everything I do, everything our People's Party does, is just to let China survive. Aside from this, we want nothing."

"Heh heh!" Shang Yisheng couldn't help but sneer repeatedly, "Wangshan, when did you learn to talk big like this? If the sky falls, there are tall people to hold it up; it's not the turn of us Shang family, these small shrimps. Our Shang family has accumulated this bit of family property over a dozen generations and several hundred years. Since your grandfather's generation, we haven't expanded our land anymore. Why? It's enough! We don't seek greater glory or wealth; we only seek to pass this land down to our descendants peacefully. Now there is Yuan Shikai as the Great President, and you People's Party making revolution. What does China's future have to do with our Shang family? Your father and your uncle are serving in the Beiyang government. I heard you have also made great contributions to the People's Party. We pay the taxes we should pay. Why can't you let our Shang family live our lives in peace?"

"Uncle, I know you bought our People's Party's wheat seeds, and I also know you bought our People's Party's iron farm tools. Do you say these things are good or not?" Shang Yuan asked.

"They are all good things." Shang Yisheng didn't act out of emotion to say they were bad.

"Our People's Party lacks neither grain nor iron farm tools, and we have airplanes in the sky and cannons on the ground. So, currently in China, we can hit wherever we want to hit. Because we are a few steps ahead of other forces in this regard. But the foreign devils are dozens of steps ahead of our People's Party. If 2 million foreign devils were to invade China right now, even if our People's Party went all out, including me, including our Chairman Chen Ke, and everyone went to the front line, I couldn't guarantee that we would definitely win," Shang Yuan said seriously.

"You are just alarmist talk." Shang Yisheng replied with a sneer.

Shang Yuan nodded heavily, "Uncle is right. It is impossible for the foreign devils to send 2 million people to invade China right now. But what about ten years later? Twenty years later? The foreign devils are moving forward step by step, while we stay here motionless. Now they are dozens of steps ahead of us; how much will they be ahead in twenty years? Uncle, I grew up with you and learned a lot from you. Although our Shang family hasn't tried hard to expand land in these decades, I also know a little about how much thought and effort you spent to keep the family business. Sailing against the current, if you don't advance, you retreat. Even trying to keep this family business is not that easy. When the foreign devils invade China twenty years later, the ones who will suffer will be wealthy families like the Shang family. Uncle, you said everything you did was to survive. I follow the People's Party dead set because I understood this with the People's Party. If we don't revolt, if we don't progress, China will definitely perish. As a Chinese, as a People's Party member, I have an obligation to serve China."

Shang Yisheng didn't directly refute Shang Yuan with sarcasm this time. After a while, Shang Yisheng suddenly slapped the table and laughed loudly. After laughing for a good while, he suddenly stopped smiling. With a kind of grief and indignation from the bottom of his heart, Shang Yisheng said, "Wangshan, you really have grown. These words you used to lecture me, I really can't find fault with them. But I want to ask you, when you die decades later, what face will you have to see your grandfather? What face will you have to see the ancestors of our Shang family?"

Shang Yuan's breathing seemed to stop all of a sudden. Even though it was already early winter, Shang Yuan unbuttoned the disciplinary button that had been tightly fastened, as if he felt hot. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths before opening them. Shang Yuan's voice carried a deep determination, "Uncle, even when that day comes, I will tell Grandfather and the Shang family ancestors that I have a clear conscience."

A few days after this dispute, Shang Yisheng talked with Shang Yuan again in his capacity as the patriarch. The content of the conversation was not about land reform, but the conditions Chai Qingguo had promised before. Shang Yuan wrote an official document for Shang Yisheng stating that the land reform implemented by the People's Party in Shang Family Village only involved land redistribution and would not touch the Shang family's money, grain, or the various businesses and shops they had established. After repeatedly questioning and confirming these details, Shang Yisheng signed the "Shang Family Village Voluntary Land Reform Implementation" agreement with Chai Qingguo, Director of the "Longhai Railway Eastern Section Management Committee" of the People's Party. Shang Yisheng, the biggest landlord in Shangqiu, submitted just like that.

Chai Qingguo was quite flabbergasted by Shang Yisheng's cleverness. After the document was signed, Chai Qingguo naturally immediately accelerated the land reform work in Shang Family Village. When Shang Yuan requested it, Chai Qingguo said, "Secretary Shang, people say dragons beget dragons, phoenixes beget phoenixes, and a mouse's son can dig holes. I originally thought you were the smartest one in your Shang family, but now it seems there are plenty of smart people in your Shang family."

Shang Yuan smiled bitterly, "Old Chai, are you afraid my uncle is playing tricks behind the scenes?"

Chai Qingguo smiled bitterly, "Meeting such a smart person, can I not be afraid?"

Shang Yuan could understand Chai Qingguo's worry. He said helplessly, "Old Chai, let me ask you something. Have you heard how Chairman Chen comments on aristocratic families?"

"Chairman Chen wouldn't talk about such profound questions with a rough person like me." Chai Qingguo laughed.

Shang Yuan explained, "The so-called aristocratic families, if they are the kind that are completely rotten, everyone from top to bottom will think that the principles beneficial to them are the principles of the world. For aristocratic families that are not rotten, they certainly won't easily give up things like land. But they also understand that when they can't hold out, they shouldn't hold out stubbornly. However, there is one thing they will definitely insist on: they will definitely not let go of the legitimate opportunities for upward mobility provided under the new system. So what to do, who to unite with, and who to strike at—a smart person like you definitely knows."

Chai Qingguo laughed loudly, "Secretary Shang, not only am I not smart, I'm also very timid. According to what you just said, why do I feel like we should strike at the smart people and keep the rotten ones?"

Shang Yuan was left speechless by Chai Qingguo. He was tongue-tied for a long time before saying, "Why do I feel like I'm not being a good person on either side now?"

Chai Qingguo put away his smile, "Secretary Shang, right now I don't have the energy to worry about that much. I request that our Huaihai Province support a batch of local cadres to come over, the sooner the better. Letting our army build railways, fight battles, and govern the locality all at the same time—I can't hold out."

Shang Yuan immediately shook his head, "We in the local administration only want to poach people from the army. You want to poach people from our local administration in reverse? Don't even think about it."

"Personnel transfers are borrowed and returned. It's just using them for a while; why do you have to be like this?" Chai Qingguo clearly didn't want to give up.

Shang Yuan gave a dry laugh, "First, there are only too few local cadres in Huaihai Province, never too many. Second, I firmly oppose anyone from my family assuming public office. If someone makes such a request, Old Chai, you can tell him that Secretary Shang Yuan will absolutely not approve this kind of application."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "I got it. Then, Secretary Shang Yuan, take care on your journey."

While shaking hands with Chai Qingguo, Shang Yuan smiled and said, "I can get lost now that I'm useless, which isn't bad. I'll leave all the troublesome matters for you to worry about in the future."

After sending Shang Yuan off, Chai Qingguo issued an order: any cases appealing against the Shang family in the rural complaint meetings, as long as they didn't involve homicides, should be temporarily detained and filed for investigation and trial later. Although Shang Yuan repeatedly made it clear not to give special care to his family, land reform in Guide Prefecture had just begun. If they directly attacked the Shang family's past behavior, it would have some negative impact on the situation that had already achieved a breakthrough.

However, just after the order was issued, Gu Lu came to the door. "Director Chai, I have a different view on the order you issued."

"Let's hear it." Chai Qingguo asked while pulling out a chair for Gu Lu.

Gu Lu sat down calmly, "Precisely because the Shang family has submitted, we cannot turn a blind eye to the crimes they committed in the past. On the contrary, we must clear them up quickly. During the trial, we don't have to be severe or heavy, but we cannot fail to have a fair trial. If we do this, we won't be able to mobilize the masses. Moreover, if we are lenient with the Shang family, I always feel that the Shang family won't be at ease in their hearts either."

"I can understand the point about not being able to mobilize the masses, but why would the Shang family not be at ease?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised by this statement.

"The Shang family acted very smartly this time; to survive, they handed over the land. Now, as ordinary laborers, the Shang family are also members of the masses. Just as we let the masses understand what revolution is and why we revolt, we also have to let the Shang family know what revolution is and why we revolt. If we treat the Shang family differently, the Shang family probably won't be at ease themselves, because we didn't treat them as our own people. So handling their illegal incidents should actually be done quickly. Even if the Shang family doesn't know now, when we deal with other landlords, expose the landlords' crimes, and conduct public trials, the common people will think, why not try the Shang family? The Shang family themselves will also be very worried: why not try us? It's just like a boil on the body; you have to let the pus flow out for that part of the body to heal." Gu Lu tried hard to explain, but he felt his language ability was limited, and his face turned a bit red towards the end.

Listening to Gu Lu's words, Chai Qingguo suddenly felt he understood Shang Yuan's comment on aristocratic families: "For aristocratic families that are not rotten, they certainly won't easily give up things like land. But they also understand that when they can't hold out, they shouldn't hold out stubbornly. However, there is one thing they will definitely insist on: they will definitely not let go of the legitimate opportunities for upward mobility provided under the new system."

"These scholars always hide things when they speak!" Chai Qingguo couldn't help but curse.

Gu Lu was stunned, "Director Chai, I've only attended school for less than a year."

"Comrade Gu Lu, I wasn't talking about you." Chai Qingguo had already made a decision. "Your suggestion is very good. Comrade Gu Lu, I will modify my order. We will not let any illegal acts slide. And every time there is a study meeting, the Shang family members have to go and listen too. The people should criticize when criticism is due, and struggle when struggle is due. But after the criticism and struggle, we must also explain clearly to everyone that the revolution is to destroy the old system, and we will investigate illegal matters to the end. But if it's a matter of personal squabbles, like he cursed you or you cursed him, let bygones be bygones. Everyone must live their lives well and build a better new life through labor."

Hearing Chai Qingguo's new order, Gu Lu nodded in agreement, "I think this will work. Struggle is fine, but we can't bully people."

Letting Gu Lu hurry off to work, Chai Qingguo called the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee over again. "Comrades, prepare to restart the 20 million jin grain disappearance case now. You can start with the Shang family. They have close ties with the government in Shangqiu, have wide connections, and know a lot. They should be able to get a lot of intelligence."
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Shang Yisheng certainly had no good will towards the People's Party, but he understood profoundly that at this critical juncture, he absolutely could not reveal this hostility. Shang Yuan held a high position within the People's Party, yet even he could not save the Shang family's land. The smiling-tiger demeanor displayed by Chai Qingguo only proved that Chai would not hesitate in the slightest to slaughter the Shang family.

Thus, regarding the Shang family being concentrated in the camp, the family dared not utter a single word of complaint. Shang Yisheng repeatedly emphasized to his clansmen, "Right now, the People's Party holds the handle of the knife. Anyone who wants to die can go find a rope and hang themselves; don't drag down the hundreds of people in the Shang family."

When comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee came to inquire about the grain tax, Shang Yisheng cooperated with utmost effort. However, he was very curious as to what the People's Party's intentions were in investigating this matter.

"For areas that have already started land reform, we want to implement a tax refund. We only collect thirty percent tax. The Henan government collected fifty percent from everyone. For all villages implementing land reform, we must return the intermediate twenty percent to everyone," the Internal Affairs Committee comrade replied.

Shang Yisheng looked at the Internal Affairs Committee comrade as if looking at a rare animal. "Comrade, you aren't joking, are you?"

"What would we be joking about with this?" The young comrade was somewhat puzzled.

"Allow me to be bold and say a few words. Buying people's hearts doesn't need to go to this extent. As long as you explain now that next year you will collect according to the thirty percent tax rate, the common people will be very happy. Doing this instead is somewhat like drawing legs on a snake—superfluous," Shang Yisheng explained. He normally wouldn't be this radical, but at this moment, he had to show submission to the People's Party no matter what; Shang Yisheng had to make some kind of gesture.

"Collecting thirty percent tax and collecting fifty percent tax makes little difference to us. If we want to increase the total tax revenue, we have to let the masses grow more grain. If grain production can double, the total amount from a thirty percent tax will be more than the original fifty percent. Moreover, in the process of helping the masses increase production, we do a lot of real work for the masses, and the masses naturally trust us. Isn't this much better than raising taxes?"

Shang Yisheng had managed so many field properties, so he naturally completely understood these words. It was just that hearing a young man say it so casually, Shang Yisheng couldn't help but reveal a trace of mockery.

"Mr. Shang, you definitely think we are blowing our own horn. How can doubling production be so easy? Saying it is easy, but actually doing it is naturally difficult as can be," the young cadre laughed.

"Oh? If it doesn't waste everyone's time, could you explain it to me in detail?" Shang Yisheng really became interested.

After all, the Shang family were relatives of Shang Yuan and a major local clan. Even the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee preferred to convince Shang Yisheng through reason. If they could get such a local tyrant to cooperate, many problems would be easier to solve.

"Land reform has never been able to generate wealth. Equalizing land gives the broad masses a sense of belonging. It gives them confidence in our administrative execution ability."

Hearing this, Shang Yisheng nodded repeatedly. He praised, "Indeed, that hits the nail on the head."

"To increase the total production of the entire agricultural region, we must improve agricultural efficiency." The People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't just arrest people; every member had to go to the front lines to work. Quite a few comrades were even forcibly kept on the front lines because of their outstanding performance.

He explained how, by collecting agricultural tax, they supported industrial workers who had separated from agriculture, and then fed back into agriculture through industry, continuously improving agricultural efficiency. This included large-scale construction of basic water conservancy projects, maximizing the stability of agricultural production while also providing a large number of employment opportunities to solve the problem of hidden unemployment in rural areas. It involved the total circulation of the entire national industry and agriculture, continuously promoting the progress of the entire country.

Shang Yisheng listened with dazzling fascination, nodding repeatedly. He completely understood the meaning of "labor." If not for the hard work of so many laboring masses on the Shang family's land, the Shang family could never have accumulated such a massive family fortune. He also completely saw through the core of the People's Party's policy: the grain and wealth that originally went to landlords and the government were all being utilized by this massive organization of the People's Party and used for the construction of China.

"May I ask, comrade, what position do you hold in the People's Party?" Shang Yisheng couldn't help but ask.

"I cannot say my specific position, but I am just an ordinary staff member of the People's Party," the People's Internal Affairs Committee comrade replied proudly.

Shang Yisheng naturally didn't believe it. He said seriously, "But listening to what you said, it is logical and organized, completely not armchair strategy. How could a figure like you be an ordinary member of the People's Party? Don't make such jokes."

"Everything I said is the strategy formulated by our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Everyone in our entire Party must study it and must learn it. Mine is truly armchair strategy; when it comes to execution and solving problems, Secretary Shang Yuan is the truly amazing one," the staff member laughed.

"Everyone in your People's Party has to learn this?" Shang Yisheng asked in disbelief.

"Exactly. We all have to learn this. This is one of the most basic political educations. Not only do we have to learn it, but these are also written into the People's Party's middle school textbooks and are mandatory exam content. Even in the elementary school curriculum, we have relevant education."

Shang Yisheng felt a wave of dizziness. He hurriedly asked, "I heard that under your Party's rule, you strive to make all children go to school. Does that mean as long as they go to middle school, they have to accept this education? Must take exams?"

"One of the political platforms of our People's Party is that the broad laboring people are the ruling class of the country. Therefore, every child must accept such education; this is their obligation. Everyone has an obligation to become a qualified member of the ruling class." When the young comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee reached this point, he couldn't help but look solemn, his tone grave.

"What kind of country do you want to build?" Shang Yisheng already felt his brain was muddled.

"The state is a tool of class rule. The state's system and laws are all formulated to realize the interests of the ruling class. The country we want to build is a country where the broad laborers are the masters..."

Listening to these incisive expositions, Shang Yisheng felt his eyes light up. The way of rule he knew was nothing more than making the common people obedient. To make the common people obedient, whether it was the government or the gentry, they all had to maintain a system. But what the People's Party described were secrets passed down by word of mouth within the ruling class. Now, the People's Party was completely exposing these secrets to the world, and actually making everyone understand and accept them in a semi-coercive manner.

Half sincere, half feigned, Shang Yisheng stood up respectfully. "Comrades, I didn't know before that the People's Party had such breadth of mind, such magnanimity. I am convinced!"

Shang Yisheng originally thought the young men in front of him would be moved by such a gesture. Unexpectedly, the young men just smiled slightly. They first asked Shang Yisheng to sit down, and only then did the leading comrade speak: "Whether you are convinced or not, saying it with your mouth is useless. Within our base areas, to be acknowledged, one must first be a laborer. If you can do your work well, you will naturally be recognized by everyone. If you can lead everyone to do the work well, everyone will choose you to hold public office. In the final analysis, whether you consider yourself a laborer just like everyone else is the condition for whether you can be accepted. Whether you praise our People's Party or curse our People's Party, we ourselves don't care."

Shang Yisheng's heart shivered. The maturity of these young people was far beyond his imagination. He now finally somewhat understood why Shang Yuan could hand over the Shang family's land with a clear conscience. If the People's Party were just a few extremely excellent figures leading a group of accomplices, that wouldn't be anything remarkable. But if the grassroots personnel of the People's Party all had such insight, then they really were difficult to oppose.

Shang Yisheng hurriedly cupped his hands and bowed. "I have learned much, I have learned much. Listening to your words is truly better than reading books for ten years. Comrades, you have delayed quite a bit of time to enlighten a muddled egg like me. Ask whatever you want to ask; I will definitely say what I know."

Since Shang Yisheng was behaving so smartly, the People's Party comrades didn't waste any more time. "We want to ask first, exactly how much grain did Mr. Shang hand over? Rest assured, however much grain you handed over is a matter between you and the Beiyang government; we absolutely will not pursue Mr. Shang's responsibility on this matter."

Faced with this question, Shang Yisheng felt rather awkward. After hesitating for a moment, he said, "I handed over a little less, roughly ninety-two percent."

The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee couldn't help but glance at each other, and then continued to ask, "Is it just your family that did this, or did other families do the same? How did you negotiate this with the tax police?"

"Because Shang Yuan is working in the People's Party, my family didn't want to cause trouble, so we handed over relatively more. Other families handed over as little as eighty-five percent. What was said to the tax police at the time was that with so much grain piled up, we might as well count the shortage as loss/wastage. Moreover, we also bought back a batch of grain. The price of this grain was two and a half silver dollars per *shi*. As for where this money went, we aren't clear."

"Two and a half dollars per *shi*?" The young comrade was truly somewhat shocked. Current grain prices were stable; the price of wheat fluctuated between 3.8 and 5.2 silver dollars per *shi*. How was this a buyback? This was naked bribery.

Noting down this situation, the People's Internal Affairs Committee comrades began to question Shang Yisheng on other issues.

After nearly ten days of investigation, a preliminary report on the grain deficit was handed to Chai Qingguo. The tax revenue in Shangqiu exceeded 70 million *jin* of grain. 20 million *jin* was transported to Kaifeng or sold to other places under the orders of Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang. Local great landlords evaded taxes, and adding their bribery of tax police and local officials, a total of nearly 10 million *jin* of grain was consumed. As for private selling by local officials and the guys managing the grain depots, another 2 million *shi* [sic: probably meant jin, or consistent unit] was lost. The grain that fell into the People's Party's hands was over 30 million *jin*, and there was still 5 or 6 million *jin* of grain unaccounted for. Was this lost in the various transportation and storage links? or did every household hand over less grain during tax collection, accumulating into the current situation? The comrades could not judge based on the clues already mastered.

The People's Party currently did not have the energy to investigate too strictly. Chai Qingguo instructed, "Being able to investigate to this extent, I think is not bad. Comrades, write a report on this; let's stop here for now. Comrades should shift their attention to the work of land reform. This is the most important problem we face right now."

After temporarily interrupting the investigation, Chai Qingguo convened a Party Committee meeting to discuss how to utilize the current situation, especially this matter regarding Henan's tax revenue.

"I believe the grain currently mastered is sufficient for tax refunds. We can currently attack Zhang Zhenfang on this issue. Firstly, we can occupy the moral high ground for criticism; secondly, we can also create contradictions within Zhang Zhenfang's clique."

"Arrest these corrupt officials and kill them to deter internal and external enemies."

These were very orthodox solutions and quickly gained the approval of the comrades.

Gu Lu, however, proposed an idea. "We might as well use the grain to build water conservancy projects. The Air Force has taken quite a few aerial photos. Based on the terrain of Guide Prefecture pieced together from these photos, we can simply carry out an overall water conservancy plan and implement construction in some feasible areas."

"This won't do!" Someone immediately came out to oppose.

"This area of Henan is different from other base areas; water sources are scarce here. Every year, mass brawl incidents occur in local areas just to fight for water sources, and people die every year. Not to mention this area, just look at how many such things happen in Huaihai Province. Chairman Chen mentioned this long ago, and we only noticed these things after arriving in Huaihai Province. Doing this directly in Henan would be too radical."

Someone took the lead in explicitly opposing, and almost all comrades followed suit. Floods were more prominent in the Anhui and Hubei areas, while Jiangxi had many mountains where water shortages and floods coexisted. Although Huaihai Province bordered Hongze Lake and had multiple water systems, the problem of water shortage remained a key issue. Chen Ke, as before, was able to point out problems early on. Even with psychological preparation, the comrades were still burned badly in the rural areas of Huaihai Province at the start. Old grudges formed between many villages over fighting for water ran deep and long. With local landlords and gentry adding fuel to the fire, it caused tremendous trouble for the People's Party's work in Huaihai Province.

"These problems will have to be solved eventually even if not solved now. Since we have to use military force regardless, we might as well make full use of it." Gu Lu had his own view on this. "What do we lack right now? We lack manpower. With the benefit of this tax refund available now, why not utilize it?"

Railway Corps Division Commander Lv Dali said, "There are two ways to do things: difficult first then easy, or easy first then difficult. On the land reform in Guide Prefecture, I feel we should go from easy to difficult. Director Chai, what do you think?"

Chai Qingguo knew Gu Lu's plan. To win Chai Qingguo's support, Gu Lu had already explained the entire plan to him. Hearing Lv Dali say this, Chai Qingguo said noncommittally, "Why not listen to Comrade Gu Lu finish speaking."

Gu Lu's plan was to organize a local Henan engineering corps, but this force would not be a standing army, but a temporarily organized force. If one had to describe it, it would be a "mercenary army" or "short-term labor group." This force would take advantage of the current slack farming season to do some water conservancy work first.

After hearing this, Lv Dali laughed. "This idea is very good. We discussed it many times when we were following Chairman Chen before. This plan has only one problem: no cadres."

Even the comrades who originally wanted to refute Gu Lu fell silent after hearing Lv Dali's words, and instead looked at Gu Lu with sympathetic eyes. Since its establishment, the People's Party had cultivated a considerable number of cadres. It was just that compared to the scale the People's Party possessed, cadres were always in a state of scarcity. Given the experience and systems the People's Party had accumulated now, simply planning a matter without mentioning the cadre problem was quite easy.

Gu Lu also realized his own problem. He hurriedly said, "I know. I withdraw this suggestion."

After this suggestion was vetoed, the plan returned to the initial conventional considerations. After voting, "publicly killing corrupt officials" and "using this issue to pressure Zhang Zhenfang" became the two plans for striking at Henan's reactionary forces in the near future.

No one thought Zhang Zhenfang would truly resolve the corrupt official problem. Plus, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had captured over a hundred Beiyang spies, so both sides were in a state of quasi-war. Out of concern that sending too few people might lead to a secret attack by the Beiyang Army, the Party Committee agreed to send two cavalry companies to Kaifeng, and also dispatched four airplanes as air cover. Firstly as a warning, and secondly, if combat occurred, it could serve as a means to intimidate the enemy. The comrades of the cavalry companies all knew the chief had specially arranged the Air Force as cover; the comrades already looked down on the Beiyang Army, and now their courage was doubled.

The Air Force was indeed punctual. When the two companies of cavalry troops were nearing Kaifeng City, they heard the familiar humming sound. Soon, the light silhouettes of the airplanes appeared within their field of view. The comrades of the cavalry unit couldn't help but take off their military caps and wave vigorously at the planes. The planes also dipped their wings left and right a few times as a friendly gesture.

The cavalry unit continued forward. Arriving in front of Kaifeng City, they saw the city gates tightly closed, and the city walls already packed with Beiyang soldiers. Each was fully armed, facing the two companies of over two hundred cavalrymen as if facing a formidable enemy.

Leading the team this time was Cavalry Battalion Commander Li Zhengdao. He ordered the main force to stop outside the Beiyang Army's firing range, called over a communicator, picked up a megaphone, urged his horse forward, and shouted towards Kaifeng City, "We are the People's Party troops. We have a letter for Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang. trouble you gentlemen to announce it."

Li Zhengdao waited for a long time without seeing anyone respond. He shouted again, but the Beiyang Army acted as if they hadn't heard.

"Did you hear me or not?" Li Zhengdao's roar became even louder through the megaphone.

"Before your People's Party completely withdraws from Henan, we will not receive any People's Party personnel." This time, there was finally a response from the city wall.

"Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang is scared to this extent! He doesn't even dare to accept a letter?" Li Zhengdao was almost amused to the point of anger. Anger aside, amusement aside, Li Zhengdao felt unwilling to accept failure in this mission execution.

"You guys hurry up and scram. I don't want to kill you, but that doesn't mean I'm afraid of you." Curses came from the top of the wall. "If you don't scram, I'm going to open fire."

While they were speaking, the humming sound drifted over. A moment later, the Air Force's four planes had already flown over the People's Party cavalry. Li Zhengdao heard a burst of gasps from the city wall. He was just mocking the Beiyang Army in his heart for their lack of experience when he heard someone on the wall shout: "What are you afraid of? Open fire and shoot it down for me!"

Li Zhengdao was startled, but he already heard the Beiyang Army opening fire.

"Shoot that one under the wall to death for me too." The Beiyang commander howled.

A wise man doesn't fight when the odds are against him. Li Zhengdao couldn't worry about the Air Force comrades anymore; he hurriedly turned his horse and galloped towards the safe zone. Bullets flew *swish swish* from behind Li Zhengdao, some even flying past right against his body. Suppressing his fear, Li Zhengdao urged his horse to run wildly. Only when he regrouped with the main force in the safe zone did he turn his head to ask the comrades, "Where are the Air Force planes?"

"Over there!" Several comrades pointed in several directions. Li Zhengdao looked hard in those directions but actually couldn't see where the planes were.

As the humming sound got closer and closer, Li Zhengdao discovered that the Air Force planes had unknowingly circled around and flown back. This time the planes didn't fly so low; in Li Zhengdao's eyes, the planes were just a few small dots. And below these few small dots, several small black dots appeared unknowingly. With a sharp whistling sound, the small black dots landed directly on the city wall. Violent explosion sounds, flames and white smoke suddenly rising—it was about the same effect as artillery shelling. Li Zhengdao could even see Beiyang soldiers being blown off the city wall by the blast wave of the explosion.

"Withdraw! Withdraw out of the range of the enemy's artillery!" Ignoring his admiration for this terrifying effect, Li Zhengdao immediately thought of the high possibility of being shelled by Beiyang artillery and hurriedly led the comrades to retreat towards the east.

Retreating behind a forest, Li Zhengdao jumped off his horse, ran all the way to the edge of the forest near Kaifeng City, and raised his binoculars to observe. At this time, the top of Kaifeng City was already in chaos. The Air Force comrades had absolutely no intention of being forgiving. The planes dropped a bomb every so often. Although he didn't know how many bombs one plane could carry, Li Zhengdao was full of hope that the bombs could collapse the city wall. Being chased away from the city edge by the enemy like chasing a rabbit was a humiliation Li Zhengdao had never experienced before.

The humming sound and the sharp whistling of bombs falling from the sky did not last too long. The planes soon reformed their formation and flew over the forest where Li Zhengdao was. The three-colored signal lights under the gray wings flashed a sequence; this was the signal that the planes were now returning. Amidst the almost wild cheers of the comrades, the four planes disappeared into the eastern horizon.

Failing to deliver the letter, Li Zhengdao ordered the troops to return to Shangqiu. On the way, the troops were immersed in the terrifying power of the planes.

"I didn't know planes could drop bombs down!"

"It must be a plane designed by Chairman Chen."

"If there are enough planes and they carry enough bombs, wouldn't they just bomb all the Beiyang troops to death directly!"

Listening to the comrades enthusiastically discussing the immense power displayed by the planes, Li Zhengdao slowly put away the smile on his face.

"Battalion Commander, what's wrong?" The battalion staff officer urged his horse up and asked.

"Nothing, I was just thinking, our cavalry unit can't let the Air Force take all the glory," Li Zhengdao replied.

The staff officer had originally wanted to talk about the Air Force with Li Zhengdao; he had an uncontrollable excitement that just made him want to talk about planes. Hearing Li Zhengdao say this, and thinking that the cavalry unit faced a powerful competitor, a strong sense of crisis suddenly arose in the staff officer's heart.
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Yuan Shikai no longer felt the ease he had a month ago when he first learned of the People's Party's land reform manifesto. Everything was completely different from what he had imagined. First, the landlords and gentry everywhere did not stand up to oppose Chen Ke. This was because the landlords and gentry in most places, due to information blockage, simply did not know that the People's Party had issued such a political manifesto. As for the local councilors who had learned of this manifesto, they did not feel too terrified either. Their attitude was quite simple: if the sky falls, there are tall people to hold it up. As long as President Yuan Shikai did not engage in land reform in the Beiyang territory, and the People's Party engaged in land reform in the People's Party's territory, what was there to be afraid of?

This way of thinking precisely hit Yuan Shikai's fatal weakness, because Yuan Shikai's original intention was to strengthen his control, increase tax revenue, and improve military power by intimidating the local gentry. What the local gentry pursued was lowering taxes, or at least shifting the tax burden. Although they saw Yuan Shikai writing articles in various newspapers vigorously opposing the People's Party, when the gentry talked about this matter, they would just say, "Can't the Great President defeat the People's Party which only has four provinces?" The supporters of Beiyang were left speechless.

Indeed, Beiyang was nominally the central government and occupied more than ten provinces in the entire North. The People's Party only had four provinces up to now. In terms of territory, manpower, and material resources, Beiyang should not be afraid of the People's Party no matter how you looked at it. If Yuan Shikai was not afraid, what did the local gentry have to fear? Of course, Yuan Shikai could not say that he was afraid of the People's Party, let alone that he could not defeat the People's Party. So the gentry treated the People's Party's propaganda as gossip for after tea and meals.

As for the intellectual class in the cities, the reaction was even more subtle. Those who truly knew that Beiyang was no match for the People's Party kept silent about this. At least half of them cursed the People's Party loudly, and another part who thought they were "serving the country and the people," while cursing the People's Party, proposed "lightening levies and reducing taxes" because of their relationship with the gentry. Their view was, "The People's Party is a heinous villain, and even the villain knows to reduce taxes. Can the Beiyang Central Government, which represents justice, be inferior to the villainous People's Party?"

There was also a part of the intellectuals whose attitude made Yuan Shikai even more furious. They actually beat around the bush and thought that the People's Party doing this was not such an outrageous political idea. After all, equalizing land ownership was also the ideal political measure in the minds of some intellectuals.

Overall, at a time when the People's Party had not directly moved against the North, Beiyang not only failed to unite against the enemy but instead triggered internal strife due to Yuan Shikai's rash propaganda operations.

"Juren, what are the reactions in the other provinces?" Yuan Shikai asked Xu Shichang.

"President, the other provinces have no reaction for the time being," Xu Shichang said helplessly. He had originally thought that the provinces would immediately express strong opposition to the People's Party, but apart from the Beiyang provinces, although some people in other provinces wrote articles in newspapers attacking the People's Party, the provincial governments all remained silent. Now Xu Shichang finally determined the mentality of the provincial governments: they were waiting and watching. Since Beiyang had made it clear that it wanted to take the lead in dealing with the People's Party, even if the provinces had something to say, they would not publicly state it at this time. After all, in the current rumors, there was a secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai of Beiyang. The provinces all believed that Beiyang and the People's Party were, in a sense, wearing the same pair of pants. Even if they fell out, it would be infighting. When dealing with the provinces, these two families would probably still join hands.

Yuan Shikai knew this clearly in his heart. He had once thought that the People's Party was afraid of his strength and political influence, and that Chen Ke lacked confidence in his own abilities and had to support Yuan Shikai. Now he realized that Chen Ke had harbored bad intentions from the very beginning; Yuan Shikai had actually been pitted by Chen Ke. Under the system of federal autonomy, Yuan Shikai certainly gained status, but his hands and feet were bound. As the Great President, he had to shoulder the responsibility of the world. Chen Ke, on the other hand, was light and relaxed, burying his head in his own development. Thinking of this, the two eyebrows on Yuan Shikai's oily fat face frowned tightly.

"President, I want to visit someone," Xu Shichang said tentatively.

"Who?" Yuan Shikai asked casually.

"I have a friend from when I was a Hanlin named Li Hongqi. Although he never tried to be an official, his insight is indeed extraordinary."

"Li Hongqi? How come I seem to have heard this name?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"He is Shang Yuan's teacher. It is said that Chen Ke also respects him quite a bit," Xu Shichang explained.

Hearing this resume, Yuan Shikai just said calmly, "Of course, Juren can go see whoever he wants. Telling me this kind of thing, doesn't it delay your time, Juren?"

"I just want this person to analyze the current situation for me," Xu Shichang explained hurriedly.

"Current situation?" Yuan Shikai just repeated the phrase but did not continue. The difficulty of the current situation was far beyond Yuan Shikai's imagination. Since Chen Ke and Shang Yuan both respected Li Hongqi so much, presumably this old gentleman should have some skills. It was just that, would this Li Hongqi sincerely serve Beiyang and deal with his own disciple? Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said, "Juren can treat this Li Hongqi however he wants. You are currently the Prime Minister. If you want to ask him to be an official, it is just a matter of a sentence. You can make the decision on these matters yourself."

Xu Shichang was afraid that someone would gossip behind his back. Seeing Yuan Shikai say this, he also felt relieved.

Preparing the carriage and gifts, Xu Shichang did not make a big display but went to Li Hongqi's place in plain clothes like visiting an old friend. After Xu Shichang passed the Jinshi examination that year, he sat on a cold bench in the Hanlin Academy for ten years. If he said there was no suffering in his heart at that time, it would just be a joke. After meeting Li Hongqi during those difficult days, Xu Shichang felt he had found a friend he could truly talk to. Later, Xu Shichang rose all the way up and did not live in Beijing. No matter how prosperous Xu Shichang became, Li Hongqi never took the initiative to look for him. This steadfastness and self-restraint also made Xu Shichang admire him.

Except for having more white hair, Li Hongqi didn't look like he had changed much. His attitude towards Xu Shichang showed no sign of the estrangement or surprise of not having seen each other for more than ten years; instead, it was as kind and simple as if Xu Shichang had just visited yesterday.

Arriving at the main hall and sitting down, Xu Shichang smiled and said, "Brother Li, twenty years ago when I was sitting on the cold bench in the Hanlin Academy, you enlightened me, saying that life is about doing things first, and then there will be results. So since I was sitting on this bench in the Hanlin Academy, I had to have the thought of sitting through the bench. Sitting on this cold bench itself was my proper business at that time. Since receiving Brother Li's enlightenment, I read patiently in the Hanlin Academy and finally got an opportunity later. Every time I think of Brother Li's guidance, I am endlessly grateful."

Li Hongqi also smiled and said, "If you can sit on this cold bench, you will naturally sit. If you can't sit on this cold bench, you will naturally not sit. That was because Brother Xu could sit still himself. What does it have to do with me?"

Seeing that Li Hongqi had no intention of getting close, Xu Shichang simply said with a straight face, "Brother Li, I could sit still back then, but now I can't sit still anymore. I also hope that Brother Li can enlighten me for the sake of our friendship back then. Brother, I am indeed at my wit's end."

Li Hongqi paused for a while before saying apologetically, "Brother Xu, I have never been an official in my life, and I do not intend to be an official. I am just a scholar who teaches to make a living. I haven't done your government's work, so I don't understand it. I really can't help you, Brother Xu."

Xu Shichang waved his hand hurriedly and said, "Hey! Brother Li doesn't know how to be an official, but he knows how to teach people to do things. What I came to ask Brother Li for this time is the method of doing things, which has nothing to do with being an official. Brother Li is good at teaching the younger generation, but inevitably favors one over the other with his peers."

Li Hongqi could certainly hear the flavor of threat in these words. He pondered for a moment before saying, "My mentor liked the teachings of Huang-Lao. When he taught me, he only talked about one thing: every cause must have a result, so this result cannot be begged for. When Brother Xu felt that his talents were unrecognized in the Hanlin Academy, you were a Jinshi. Entering the Hanlin Academy was originally a matter for Jinshi. A person like me without an academic degree couldn't get in even if I wanted to. Brother Xu, you just did what a Hanlin should do in the Hanlin Academy. Now that you are the Prime Minister, just do what a Prime Minister should do, isn't that enough? What else is there to say about this?"

"But right now, I happen not to know what to do. None of the things I envisioned can be done, let alone done well. For this matter, I am almost sleepless every night. I hope Brother Li can point out a clear path for me," Xu Shichang replied.

"Of course a Prime Minister is sleepless at night. With so many things in the world for you to decide, if you were drunk on the knees of beauties every day and woke up to control the affairs of the world, that is what storytellers tell the common people in the market; it cannot be taken as true. I have never been an official, so naturally I don't know the rules of being an official. However, I think that going all out and working day and night is still insufficient; this should be the normal state of a Prime Minister."

Hearing Li Hongqi's enlightening words, Xu Shichang was somewhat speechless. He certainly understood these words, and they really made sense, but these happened to be what Xu Shichang wanted to hear the least. Seeing that Li Hongqi consistently refused to speak the key point, Xu Shichang simply made it clear, "Brother Li, the disciples you taught are currently acting like tyrants and behaving unlawfully in the south, but I wonder how Brother Li views how they do things?"

Li Hongqi smiled helplessly, "Brother Xu, they are working hard in the south. The results of these actions seem to you like acting like tyrants and behaving unlawfully. Those children never thought so in their hearts; they are just doing things, doing things every day..."

Xu Shichang could no longer endure it. He interrupted Li Hongqi, "Brother Li, don't say anymore about me doing what a Prime Minister should do. I know I should do things, I just don't know specifically what things to do. I came here this time to sincerely ask for advice. Brother Li, please absolutely do not brush me off again."

Li Hongqi knew that if he still wanted to stay in Beijing, he had to make Xu Shichang relatively satisfied. Having no choice, he could only tell the truth, "Brother Xu, what the children in the south are doing is actually just two things: Rich Country, Strong Army. In my opinion, Beiyang also wants a Rich Country and Strong Army, but what it is doing is raking in money and raising soldiers. The old system of the Manchu Qing for more than two hundred years could never achieve a Rich Country and Strong Army. That set of things is useless in the present, so it perished. If Beiyang uses the Manchu Qing's methods all day long and still thinks it can achieve a Rich Country and Strong Army, isn't that deceiving oneself?"

Xu Shichang nodded slightly. These words directly pointed out the key point of the present. "We are constantly sending people abroad to investigate, learning from Germany, Japan, France, and the United States. Attempting to take the foreigners as teachers to revive China. But the current situation is really difficult."

"Brother Xu, you don't want to learn from the foreign barbarians, but to learn from the foreign barbarians' success. That is just the art of dragon slaying. People say killing a pig, chopping off the head, or stabbing the butt, each has its own method of killing. Whenever one does something, there must be pros and cons. If the pros outweigh the cons, it is already commendable. If one only thinks about the fruit of success, isn't that marking the boat to find the sword?"

Hearing this, Xu Shichang couldn't help but be moved in his heart, "Could it be that the People's Party's current practices in the south were taught by Brother Li?"

"I am a teacher, how could I understand being an official? Those practices were all thought up by the children themselves," Li Hongqi replied. "But Brother Xu, the children's virtue lies in persistence. What did they have when they started? Just a few broken boats and a dozen broken guns. But they were doing things for a Rich Country and Strong Army every day. The ancients said, without accumulating steps, one cannot reach a thousand miles; without accumulating small streams, one cannot form a river or sea. Therefore, he who has no dark and obscure determination will have no shining brilliance; he who has no dull and silent deeds will have no glorious merit. If one only thinks about the fruit of a Rich Country and Strong Army every day, but does not create the cause for a Rich Country and Strong Army, this is just wishful thinking."

Xu Shichang was silent for a long time this time before saying, "Brother Li, if military orders and government decrees cannot be unified, how can the policy of Rich Country and Strong Army be implemented?"

"Brother Xu, you think that the unification of military orders and government decrees is the cause of a Rich Country and Strong Army. In my view, the unification of military orders and government decrees is the result of a Rich Country and Strong Army," Li Hongqi replied.

Xu Shichang retorted, "Not so. The People's Party has had unified military orders and government decrees since the beginning of its uprising. A while ago, they carried out some elimination of counter-revolutionaries. As far as we know, dozens of high officials in their party were forced away, and even more people below left. Up to now, the People's Party has not only had not the slightest turmoil but has become doubly aggressive. So I cannot agree with what Brother Li said."

"Rich Country and Strong Army is a matter. Whether or not one is willing to follow the People's Party is everyone's own choice. Those children are willing to do the things for a Rich Country and Strong Army, so they willingly accept the unification of government decrees and military orders. Even if they left, it was only because they felt they couldn't accept the price required to do things for a Rich Country and Strong Army, or they thought the People's Party's current method for a Rich Country and Strong Army was wrong. No matter what, this is about doing things, not seeking results. Brother Xu, you reap what you sow. This principle has remained unchanged for thousands of years."

Listening to Li Hongqi's serious tone, Xu Shichang felt a wave of disappointment. He originally sought Li Hongqi firstly to resolve his doubts and secondly to ask for some strategies. Resolving doubts was achieved, but he didn't have the mind to ask for any strategies. According to what Li Hongqi said, the best way for Beiyang to solve the current problem and achieve the goal of being stronger than the People's Party was to directly learn from the People's Party.

Just on the point of equality for everyone, Yuan Shikai would be the first to disagree, and the upper echelons of Beiyang would definitely not agree either. Including Xu Shichang himself, who would not agree. As for land reform, all the landlords and gentry under Beiyang's rule would oppose it. The People's Party dared to kill the gentry, but soldiers and officers from landlord and gentry families were everywhere in the Beiyang Army. If Beiyang did this, it would be tantamount to seeking its own destruction. Therefore, the war to decide the victor between Beiyang and the People's Party was only a matter of time. It didn't even need to wait too long; the People's Party was starting to move against Henan right now. Henan was located in the Central Plains key area, connecting Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi. After the People's Party seized Henan, it was even more impossible for them to stop there.

Xu Shichang suddenly found it a bit strange. How exactly did Chen Ke fool Yuan Shikai into falling for it back then? On second thought, Xu Shichang was relieved again. Not to mention Yuan Shikai, even if he, Xu Shichang, were in Yuan Shikai's position back then, facing the central power within easy reach and a situation where fighting to the death with the People's Party might not necessarily result in victory, how to choose was obvious without asking.

"Brother Li, thank you for your advice," Xu Shichang stood up and said.

"I still say the same thing. What Brother Xu does is what Brother Xu wants to do and can do. I didn't help at all," Li Hongqi replied.

Without polite remarks, Xu Shichang left Li Hongqi's house in low spirits. Instead of returning to his own home, Xu Shichang went to see Yuan Shikai. Upon meeting, Xu Shichang said, "President, regarding the Reorganization Loan proposed by the British a while ago, I think we might as well talk to them again."

Yuan Shikai's face changed at that moment. The conditions of the Reorganization Loan were really too harsh. The total loan amount was 25 million pounds, with an annual interest of 5%, paid at 84% of the face value, to be repaid in 47 years. The principal and interest totaled 67,893,597 pounds, secured by salt tax and customs duties. The interest rate was formally 5%, but since it was paid at 84% real value, it was actually close to 6%; before the issuance payment period, payments were made using advances at 7% or 6% annual interest, so the banking consortium obtained double interest, and also grabbed exchange rate profits during the payment and receipt of funds utilizing the fluctuation of gold and silver exchange rates.

What made Yuan Shikai most unable to accept was that according to the contract, the principal and interest of various foreign debts and indemnities of the central and provincial governments due for repayment in the annex must be deducted from the loan amount. These deductions exceeded half of the loan amount. Borrowing 25 million pounds, he could actually only get 12 million. 12 million pounds was only 100 million taels of silver. It seemed like a lot, but if really used, the 600,000 troops in Beiyang's plan would spend this money in two years.

The muscles on Yuan Shikai's oily fat face twitched slightly a few times. "Juren, do you mean we must go to war with the People's Party?"

"Is there any other way besides this?" Xu Shichang asked.

Yuan Shikai walked back and forth in the office with his hands behind his back. After a good while, he said, "Let me think about it again."

In the following days, Yuan Shikai held secret talks successively with the Ministry of Army, the Ministry of Navy, and even high-ranking Beiyang officials. The content of the discussion was only one thing: did Beiyang have the ability to defeat the People's Party?

The recent plan came from Duan Qirui, who was naturally full of confidence. "President, it's not that the provinces don't want to fight the People's Party now, but that they can't beat the People's Party. It's been almost seven years, and the People's Party wins every battle. The other provinces have been scared out of their wits. As long as our Beiyang can draw a clear line with the People's Party, as long as the provinces see that we can win, they will definitely not stand on the side of the People's Party. No matter how arrogant the People's Party is, it's only the territory of four provinces. Under siege by the surrounding provinces, they will definitely lose."

Although Wang Shizhen's view was not so optimistic, Wang Shizhen also supported the war. "The People's Party started with the army. As long as they lose once, they will lose the whole game. If we wait any longer and let the People's Party continue to grow, then there will really be no chance."

Feng Guozhang was now the Beiyang heavyweight in the Southeast. Being called back to Beijing from Zhejiang by Yuan Shikai, hearing that they were going to go to war with the People's Party, Feng Guozhang immediately became excited. "President, the gentry in the southeast provinces all fear and hate the People's Party. It is only because our Beiyang has not come out to lead. If war starts, the southeast provinces will definitely support our Beiyang."

However, what gave Yuan Shikai the final determination was the telegram from Duan Zhigui, the commander of the 2nd Division. These days, Duan Zhigui had been begging the Beiyang government to send troops to Henan in his telegrams. And on December 30, 1912, Duan Zhigui's telegram was unprecedentedly intense. "Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang connived at the tax police forces embezzling provisions and funds. My humble subordinate's 2nd Division has been out of pay for more than two months. The day before yesterday, a small number of officers and soldiers rioted for pay, nearly causing a mutiny. If provisions and funds cannot be transported to Kaifeng within three days, your humble subordinate can only lead the troops back to Beijing to preserve the Beiyang Army's 2nd Division. I hope the Great President will give orders to your humble subordinate quickly."

Not long ago, there was a mutiny in Beijing. Seeing Duan Zhigui's telegram mentioning rioting for pay, Yuan Shikai knew there was no other way. Looking at Henan's position on the map, Yuan Shikai made up his mind. If Henan was lost, the entire North's gateway would be wide open. The torrent of the People's Party's 600,000 troops could easily rush into Hebei from Henan. At that time, if the People's Party's troops in Shandong also moved out together, the Beiyang Army would be surrounded and annihilated in Hebei.

Turning his gaze away from the map, Yuan Shikai issued an order, "Telegraph Duan Zhigui to lead the New Army 2nd Division along the railway to gather in Anyang. Order Minister of Foreign Affairs Tang Shaoyi to come see me."
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January 2, 1913.

"It's raining paper from the sky again! It's raining paper again!" The cheers of children rang out happily on the streets of Kaifeng. This was the People's Party's bi-daily airdrop of leaflets. The paper floating down was of good quality, printed with interesting news. After reading, it was suitable for papering windows or even as toilet paper, so adults and children alike came out to pick them up.

Zhang Zhenfang sat numbly in the main hall of the Henan Governor's Office. Occasionally, a few pieces of paper dropped by the airplanes would fly into the courtyard in front of the hall. A few days ago, Zhang Zhenfang would have ordered his men to collect and burn them, but now he was completely indifferent. The news that needed to spread had already spread widely enough; no new information could make the situation any worse. Zhang Zhenfang simply couldn't be bothered.

Zhang Zhenfang knew of the People's Party's toughness, but he had once thought the People's Party were humans too, and even toughness had a limit. Moreover, the People's Party was coming to Henan from afar. As the saying goes, a strong dragon cannot suppress a local snake; in the unfamiliar territory of Henan, the People's Party's strength should have been significantly discounted.

However, reality was always stranger than fiction. First, the People's Party's flying weapons scared the wits out of the Beiyang Army. These weapons, flying high in the sky and capable of dropping bombs on the ground, thoroughly terrified the Beiyang troops. The bombing raid over half a month ago had killed or wounded over two hundred Beiyang soldiers in one go. If it were a battlefield with guns and cannons, even with casualties, the Beiyang Army could at least return fire. Now, it was a one-sided beating, and the Beiyang Army's morale suffered a terrible blow.

Instead of rectifying military discipline, Duan Zhigui ran to Zhang Zhenfang that very afternoon after the bombing to demand money. He kept saying he couldn't stabilize the army's morale without money. Where would Zhang Zhenfang get the money for him? He had to persuade Duan Zhigui to leave.

A few days later, the People's Party's airplanes began dropping leaflets over Kaifeng city. The leaflets explicitly publicized the embezzlement of tax grain by the Guide Prefecture tax police and questioned exactly how much Zhang Zhenfang had pocketed from it. Most terrifyingly, the People's Party informed the Beiyang officers and soldiers in the leaflets that there was currently no silver in Kaifeng city. The Beiyang Army might not starve, but they would have to be loyal to the Beiyang government without pay.

The Beiyang Army was immediately incensed. Duan Zhigui ran to Zhang Zhenfang every day to demand money. Zhang Zhenfang tried to reason with him and appeal to his emotions, but it was useless. Duan Zhigui was impervious, repeating one sentence over and over: "If you don't give money, the Beiyang Army will mutiny."

By December 24th, the Beiyang Army suddenly abandoned the city defenses and gathered outside the Henan Governor's Office, demanding Zhang Zhenfang issue their pay. Zhang Zhenfang was terrified. Outside the Governor's Office, the noise was deafening. Zhang Zhenfang ordered his personal guards to go out and persuade them, but the Beiyang soldiers outside didn't give a damn.

"Who do you think you are!"

"Let Zhang Zhenfang come out!"

"Hand over the military pay Zhang Zhenfang embezzled!"

These presumptuous shouts crossed the high walls of the Governor's Office and could be heard clearly inside.

After a while of commotion, the shouting outside turned into, "If you don't give the brothers money, you're trying to starve us to death!" "Go in and rob them!"

Zhang Zhenfang was truly frightened. If a group of mutinous soldiers rushed into the Governor's Office, it wouldn't just be robbery; even Zhang Zhenfang's life might not be saved.

Fortunately, Duan Zhigui appeared at this time. He first stopped the Beiyang soldiers, then entered the Governor's Office to demand money from Zhang Zhenfang again. Left with no choice, Zhang Zhenfang gave Duan Zhigui 300,000 silver dollars, which barely quelled the disturbance. However, after this, less than 200,000 silver dollars remained in Henan's treasury. The treasury of the huge Henan Province didn't even have as much money as Zhang Zhenfang's private household. This couldn't help but make Zhang Zhenfang feel despair.

Yesterday, Duan Zhigui began mobilizing troops and commandeering trains, planning to take the Beiyang 2nd Division to Anyang. When Zhang Zhenfang asked Duan Zhigui why he was abandoning the city and fleeing, the response he got was, "This is a military secret. If Governor Zhang has an opinion, you can ask the Great President."

Facing Zhang Zhenfang's inquiry, Yuan Shikai's reply was, "The situation in Anyang is tense; the 2nd Division needs to be transferred to guard Anyang. Henan's defense can be coordinated by Zhang Zhenfang himself."

Seeing that he had become an abandoned pawn, Zhang Zhenfang completely despaired. At present, Henan did not lack soldiers. Between the tax police forces and the local New Armies organized in various places, there were probably forty to fifty thousand men. But these were paper tigers. Most of these troops were newly organized units; the soldiers had never received formal military training, and even their weapons and equipment were not fully outfitted. Zhang Zhenfang had absolutely no confidence in letting this mob fight the People's Party, who possessed airplanes and cannons.

Facing the current situation, Zhang Zhenfang's heart was like dead ash; he didn't even plan to try and salvage the situation. Zhang Zhenfang even thought self-destructively that the People's Party was the "enemy" after all; if they caught him, they would at least have to treat him with some courtesy. If he fell into the hands of the Beiyang Army, heaven knows what miserable situation he would encounter.

weighing the two evils, fleeing back to Beijing now would only lead to punishment by Yuan Shikai. Abandoning Kaifeng city and going to Anyang with the Beiyang Army would only result in constant extortion by Duan Zhigui. As long as the People's Party and Beiyang hadn't completely torn off the mask, the People's Party shouldn't take up arms against him personally. So there was still room for maneuver. After some mental struggle, Governor Zhang simply stopped worrying. He shouted, "Someone, make me a pot of tea."

The Beiyang Army ran very fast. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang thought it would take half a month for the Beiyang Army to complete their retreat, but he didn't expect that while packing their equipment, the Beiyang Army would also loot wantonly in Kaifeng city. Yet, they managed to board the trains and flee to Anyang in less than six days. Facing the crying and shouting in the city, and even sporadic gunfire, Zhang Zhenfang pretended not to hear. He just sat in the main hall of the Governor's Office, slowly sipping tea. The gates of the Governor's Office were tightly shut; no matter who knocked, they would not open.

On the morning of the seventh day, a squad of People's Party cavalry entered Kaifeng and sealed the gates of the Henan Governor's Office. By the afternoon, the main force of the People's Party swarmed in, completely occupying the entirety of Kaifeng.

It was naturally impossible for Zhang Zhenfang to commit suicide to martyr himself for Yuan Shikai. If he had that kind of blind loyalty, Zhang Zhenfang could have martyred himself for the Manchu Qing. However, Zhang Zhenfang was not prepared to surrender either. Since he couldn't run away, he sat carelessly in the empty main hall of the Governor's Office, preparing to severely denounce the People's Party's reckless behavior when their troops rushed in.

The People's Party troops opened the gates of the Governor's Office and then walked in openly and aboveboard. Zhang Zhenfang's denunciation had just begun when a few people dragged him to the backyard. They found an empty room, and the executioners silently inflicted a round of torture on Zhang Zhenfang. Finger presses, finger crushers, the tiger bench, chili water—after this round of corporal punishment, a tearful and snotty Zhang Zhenfang was dragged back to the main hall and pressed into the grand armchair he had originally sat in.

A document was placed in front of Zhang Zhenfang, and a brush and ink were prepared for him. On it was a list of the new government personnel for Henan. Originally, the Civil Governor of Henan was concurrently held by Zhang Zhenfang; now, the Henan Civil Governor was Chai Qingguo. All other positions were filled by a group of people Zhang Zhenfang didn't know, presumably cadres of the People's Party. However, among this series of names, Zhang Zhenfang saw a familiar one: the Director of the Henan Tax Bureau was actually Zhu Danbi.

"When did Zhu Danbi defect to the People's Party?" Zhang Zhenfang asked with a cold sneer. Remembering how Zhu Danbi had patted his chest guaranteeing he would blow up the People's Party's munitions depot, Zhang Zhenfang burned with rage.

"Sign it quickly," the People's Party interrogator said.

Zhang Zhenfang refused to sign. The executioner waited silently for ten minutes, then dragged Zhang Zhenfang to the backyard to continue the torture. Apart from the executioners remaining silent, the punishment was completely different from the last time. Waterboarding with ice blocks, electric shocks with a hand-cranked telephone—Zhang Zhenfang howled for another hour or so before being dragged back to the Governor's Office main hall again.

Although he hesitated this time, Zhang Zhenfang still refused to sign. The interrogator timed it for thirty minutes this time before dragging Zhang Zhenfang away for torture.

From January 8th to January 9th, Zhang Zhenfang's high-pitched singing rang out in the backyard of the Henan Governor's Office at regular intervals. Although Zhang Zhenfang was howling "Kill me!" and "Let me die!" by the end, the executioners remained wordless, timing the intervals and earnestly completing every task.

It must be admitted that this work was very effective. Zhang Zhenfang's ankles were swollen as thick as his calves. The parts of his body that had been tortured were shiny and oily, but not a single place had broken skin. The executioners also ensured Zhang Zhenfang wouldn't die suddenly by extending the intervals between each torture session.

By noon on January 9th, Zhang Zhenfang finally yielded. He signed his name with a trembling hand.

"Seal it!" the executioner said in a cold voice.

The great seal was right by Zhang Zhenfang's hand; someone helped him ink it. Zhang Zhenfang stamped the appointment order. Legally, the members of the People's Party officially became the officials of various competent departments in Henan. Due to the mental strain, Zhang Zhenfang fainted headfirst as soon as he finished stamping the seal.

When Zhang Zhenfang woke up, he didn't know what time it was. Anyway, pain, soreness, burning pain, itching, numbness—the sensations in each tortured part were almost completely different. But with the slightest movement, the pain everywhere either doubled or simply transformed into a different kind of agony. With a difficult groan, Zhang Zhenfang tried to sit up but fell back onto the bed. Only then did he realize he was actually in his own bedroom.

Hearing the commotion, the door opened. A People's Party soldier came in to take a look and then went out. A moment later, a person wearing a white coat walked in. Judging by his attire, Zhang Zhenfang thought he looked like a Western-style doctor.

"Governor Zhang, I am a military doctor, responsible for your health," the doctor said and began to examine Zhang Zhenfang's various tortured parts.

After the examination, the military doctor said, "No muscles or bones were injured. You'll recover in just over half a month."

Zhang Zhenfang suddenly felt a sense of shame. He couldn't even withstand torture that would heal in just half a month. However, this sense of shame made Zhang Zhenfang shudder all over, and the memories of the various tortures returned to his mind. Those sensations of soreness, numbness, pain, and itching, as well as the feeling of utter despair during the torture, instantly drove the shame away without a trace.

"What exactly do you want?" Zhang Zhenfang asked the doctor weakly.

"The Beiyang Army just finished looting Kaifeng. We are restoring order and helping the victims live a normal life. You ask what we want? We actually want to ask what *you* want?" the doctor replied coldly.

"If not for your People's Party acting recklessly in Henan, the Beiyang Army wouldn't have been like this!" Zhang Zhenfang tried hard to rebut.

"Then I suppose we also forced those people to embezzle military pay?" the doctor sneered.

"I entrusted that matter entirely to Zhu Danbi; it is his responsibility. Ouch!" While accusing Zhu Danbi, Zhang Zhenfang felt his body becoming increasingly uncomfortable and couldn't help groaning.

"You need to rest quietly now. Don't get agitated, don't talk; it's best to sleep. Otherwise, let alone half a month, you won't get better even in three months," the doctor said as he stood up, then left without looking back.

Only Zhang Zhenfang was left in the bedroom. The silence made him feel a strong sense of unease. He suddenly felt confused. Why did the situation turn out like this? The dignified Governor of Henan had become a prisoner in the blink of an eye. And the Beiyang 2nd Division had turned into a bandit army that looted the people and brought disaster to the country.

Everything was so sudden, yet everything was so logical. Even now, Zhang Zhenfang didn't feel that any earth-shattering event had occurred in Henan. According to the traditions of the Manchu Qing, neither the Henan government nor the army had done anything out of line. Everyone was just acting to maintain their own interests. Even now, in Zhang Zhenfang's view, Duan Zhigui couldn't be considered guilty of terrible crimes. Even if Duan Zhigui hadn't been the commander of the 2nd Division and someone else had done it, they would have just robbed a bit more or a bit less, done a bit more or a bit less; their actions would have been essentially the same as Duan Zhigui's.

So Zhang Zhenfang desperately wanted to understand the reason for this complete failure before his eyes. After thinking for a good while, Zhang Zhenfang felt he had suddenly seen the light. All the failures were, first and foremost, military failures. Since Duan Zhigui didn't dare to fight the People's Party, the only path left for him was to flee after looting Kaifeng. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang thought he and Duan Zhigui were not of the same ilk, and that he was Duan Zhigui's superior. But without Duan Zhigui's armed support, Zhang Zhenfang's position as Governor of Henan was just an illusion, a castle in the air.

"When the People's Party invaded Henan, I should have immediately mobilized all military forces to exterminate them. Since I didn't fight then, I deserve this now!" Zhang Zhenfang concluded.

Not far from Zhang Zhenfang, Chai Qingguo rubbed his eyes, which were red from lack of sleep. "The grain in stock is enough for Kaifeng and the surrounding people to get through this winter. The victim statistics have been completed; a table can be drawn up."

"Director Chai, the Abbot of Daxiangguo Temple wants us to give them some grain."

Chai Qingguo was furious upon hearing this. "These monks still want grain? How much of the land outside Kaifeng city belongs to this old bald donkey of an abbot? Tell him, if he wants grain, fine. Let him sell his land; trade land for grain."

After saying this fiercely, Chai Qingguo, his anger still unappeased, cursed, "Motherf*cker."

"Monks can even run nunneries; what kind of damn monk is this?" Gu Lu, his eyes also red from fatigue, couldn't help cursing too.

The Beiyang Army didn't just loot; arson was also inevitable. The brick and tile houses of the wealthy in Kaifeng fared a bit better, only losing some floating wealth. But the thatched cottages the common people lived in—while the Beiyang Army didn't deliberately go out of their way to loot them heavily, once a fire started, it burned down whole swathes. When the People's Party took over Kaifeng, several areas where ordinary people lived had already been burned to the ground.

It was almost the twelfth lunar month now, and the ground outside was about to freeze. Chai Qingguo immediately directed the People's Party troops to restore order and took out the troops' tents to settle the people. Fortunately, the Beiyang Army barracks and the tax police school were still empty, so tens of thousands of disaster victims didn't have to sleep on the streets.

Cursing the shameless cruelty of Beiyang and the greed of the monks wouldn't solve the problem. Chai Qingguo said, "While we have grain now, let's immediately start recruiting workers to speed up the railway construction. Once the railway is built, all problems will be solved."

The other comrades nodded one after another. With the railway, massive amounts of supplies could be transported from Xuzhou, one of the base area's current industrial centers. Not just supplies, but various machinery and equipment could also be transported. Based on the experience in Wuhan, Xuzhou, and other places, building a new city naturally cost a huge amount. But these expenses could also drive so many things. At least the Renminbi would be able to gain a firm foothold in Kaifeng. With currency support, the local economy would soon be integrated into the People's Party's system. The circulation of currency was even more efficient than military conquest.

And all of this was built on the foundation of industrial production. Without industrial machinery greatly increasing labor efficiency, relying solely on traditional manual labor to rebuild Kaifeng city would only bankrupt the People's Party's economy completely.

"Bring the aerial photos!" Chai Qingguo ordered.

A huge mosaic photo was quickly brought over. These photos didn't have high resolution, and because the vibration problem hadn't been solved during shooting, many images were blurry. However, the image of the railway could still be distinguished from the photos. When many photos were stitched together, despite numerous issues, a full view of the vast area between the Kaifeng railway and the railway approaching Shangqiu was presented before everyone.

Pointing to a piece of land west of Kaifeng, Chai Qingguo asked, "Who is the landlord of this land?"

The staff member checked for a moment and replied, "It's Daxiangguo Temple's land."

Chai Qingguo raised his head, smiling like a man-eating tiger. "Send someone to bring that old bald donkey here. Doesn't he want grain? Let's have a good talk with him about grain."
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Upon reading the content of the recent work report from Henan, Chen Ke suddenly burst into laughter. In movies about the Shaolin Temple, whether it was the government or local authorities, they would always brutally persecute the monks who stood aloof from worldly affairs, forcing the righteous warrior monks to rise up in resistance. In the recent work report from Henan, Chai Qingguo had forcibly detained the monks of Kaifeng and organized them into a "monk labor brigade," making them work on a section of the railway construction site. Thinking that the People's Party might very likely become the villain in various future film and television works, Chen Ke felt an uncontrollable urge to laugh.

Another piece of news was even more miraculous. Regarding the opening of a nunnery next to the Daxiangguo Temple, the Abbot of Daxiangguo Temple felt that being called a "lecherous monk" was a great injustice. He insisted that he had never laid a hand on the nuns in the nunnery, and the monks of Daxiangguo Temple had never done anything to disgrace the Buddhist order. As for the physiological needs of the senior monks of Daxiangguo Temple, they either had dedicated women outside or dedicated female physiological partners. They absolutely did not extend their black hands into the nunnery.

Chen Ke could completely understand Chai Qingguo's dissatisfaction with this group of monks. It was not uncommon for temples to be local major landlords, but in the face of the land reform movement, this group of monks appeared pardonably wicked.

After laughing enough, Chen Ke began to write instructions: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, regarding the issue of temple property, we must try to downplay the religious factors as much as possible. We are not trying to make trouble for the monks, but to solve the problem of major landlords occupying large amounts of land. Therefore, we must mobilize the masses to oppose exploiters, not mobilize the masses to oppose monks. In addition, I do not object to the formation of monk labor brigades, but you need to put more effort into how to make the broad masses realize that labor is absolutely not a punishment. As for the monks themselves, you can make them admit from their doctrines that they must labor, and that only labor is the correct path of cultivation. You don't need to worry about this point; there are many quotations from the monks' predecessors in this regard, we just need to utilize them."

Putting down his pen, Chen Ke picked up the section on railway construction. The eastern section of the Longhai Railway was progressing very quickly. Looking at the map, it wouldn't be long before a very asymmetrical cross-shaped railway backbone appeared in the entire area north of the Yangtze River. After all, from the junction of Zhengzhou westwards, there was only a section of railway to Luoyang. After reading the map, Chen Ke picked up his pen again and wrote instructions on the railway work report: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, I agree with your suggestion to build the railway first and then the city of Kaifeng. However, the status of Zhengzhou is even more critical. If there is not too much pressure, I suggest your department seize Zhengzhou in the near future. And the work of expanding the base area to the north has been arranged in place. It is expected that through the efforts of 1913, the base area can be completely expanded to the entire Henan province."

After writing this, Chen Ke put down his pen again. The significance represented by controlling the entire Henan was simply too great. Once this goal could be achieved, firstly, the People's Party would be in a comprehensive offensive state against Beiyang. The relationship between Beiyang and the People's Party would only remain one of war. But being able to invest a little more and build a little more on the basis of the current base area would yield ten or even a hundred times the return in a few years. This strong demand for balance made Chen Ke feel somewhat constrained.

While Chen Ke was laughing, the guard and the secretary remained silent throughout. They at most looked at Chen Ke with a surprised look, but dared not utter a sound. But when the secretary stood next to Chen Ke, Chen Ke knew that a problem that must be solved immediately had definitely arisen.

"Chairman Chen, Sir Humphrey from the British side has arrived in Wuhu. His next destination is Wuhan, and he hopes to meet with you," the secretary said.

Sir Humphrey could be considered an old acquaintance of Chen Ke. When Chen Ke opened the Benevolence Medical College in Shanghai in 1905, it was Humphrey who received him. Because of this relationship, Humphrey played a relatively important role in the quota trade agreement and was knighted for the merits of the quota trade agreement. Now he was a counselor in the British Legation in Beijing. Since he wanted to meet with Chen Ke, it presumably wouldn't be a trivial matter.

"Is there any intelligence from the Beiyang side?" Chen Ke asked.

"No new intelligence recently," the secretary replied.

"Tell him I can meet him," Chen Ke replied.

Sir Humphrey came extremely quickly. The People's Party had already opened a regular ferry from Wuhan to Shanghai. Taking the People's Party's passenger liner, Sir Humphrey appeared in front of Chen Ke on the third day after the telegram was sent.

Since he was Chen Ke's old friend, Sir Humphrey fully knew Chen Ke's habits. After glancing at Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu who were accompanying him, and exchanging a few pleasantries, Sir Humphrey said: "Mr. Chen, Yuan Shikai recently wants to reach a loan agreement with us. I wonder if you have heard about it."

Chen Ke really hadn't heard about it, but strategic issues like this always triumph because they are correct. Compared to the diversity of tactical choices, they appear particularly narrow. Yuan Shikai wants to eliminate the People's Party, so arming a military force capable of surpassing the People's Party is an inevitable strategic choice. As for how to arm an army capable of eliminating the People's Party, there is no other way than borrowing money. Chen Ke smiled and said: "I must clarify first, the People's Party cannot provide any guarantee for Beiyang's loans."

"Has Mr. Chen never thought about taking charge of the central government? Or at least forming a coalition government with Beiyang and getting a few cabinet positions?" Humphrey still asked very directly.

"This is not about whether we are willing or not, but whether Yuan Shikai is willing or not. If we just get a few empty official positions, while the entire civil service system is still in Yuan Shikai's hands, or if the people in these positions are simply sent abroad by Yuan Shikai, what is the meaning of getting official positions?" Chen Ke laughed.

Humphrey knew that Chen Ke was referring to the matter of Premier Yan Fu being sent by Yuan Shikai to visit Europe and the United States, which was clearly a form of disguised exile. Since Chen Ke's attitude was so clear, Sir Humphrey felt reassured. "If we can help the People's Party persuade Yuan Shikai to provide a part of real power to the People's Party, I wonder what Mr. Chen would think about this?"

Chen Ke smiled: "It's not about what I think of this, but what does your side want us to do?"

Humphrey took out a document and handed it to Chen Ke. The document was very considerately written in Chinese instead of English. Chen Ke scanned the entire document in a few glances. Handing the document to Lu Huitian beside him, Chen Ke laughed, "If forces from two factions are forcibly placed into the cabinet, it will inevitably lead to fierce conflicts. I think Sir Humphrey should be very clear about this. Britain relies on a stable civil service team to execute government decrees. No matter how much British MPs argue, it cannot affect the actual operation of Britain. But currently, Beiyang dominates the civil service system. In the current situation where a neutral government execution level does not exist, even if our People's Party forms a cabinet independently, as long as the executors are Beiyang people, our government decrees will be of no use at all."

Every time he encountered Chen Ke showing a profound understanding of European politics, Sir Humphrey felt a wave of discomfort. For example, Chen Ke's incisive exposition of the British cabinet and civil service system, and the appropriate analogy between the British polity and the Beiyang polity, gave Sir Humphrey such a feeling. He could fool Chen Ke with the People's Party occupying a considerable part of the cabinet positions, but he dared not fool Chen Ke by saying "the People's Party can master a considerable part of the civil service system," or fool Chen Ke by saying "Yuan Shikai will give up control of the civil service system." Negotiating with such an opponent was simply too uncomfortable.

"Then what are the conditions that Mr. Chen can accept?" Sir Humphrey asked.

Chen Ke answered with sonorous force: "Our People's Party firmly opposes creating a civil war in China for the interests of a political party. We firmly oppose creating a civil war for selfish interests, firmly oppose creating a civil war for the selfishness of one family or one party. This is not only a manifestation of moral decay in politics, but also a manifestation of moral decay in terms of personal morality."

Sir Humphrey absolutely did not think he needed to pay attention to Chen Ke's moral level. The real core of this passage was that Chen Ke opposed launching a civil war at present. More precisely, Chen Ke opposed Yuan Shikai initiating a civil war. As for the issue of gaining status in the Beiyang regime, it seemed to be completely outside Chen Ke's current considerations.

"We can pressure Yuan Shikai to adopt a broader election policy in China." Sir Humphrey felt it was ridiculous even as he said it himself. But this was a step in the order to fool Chen Ke. Even if it had no effect, he had to say it first.

"I hope to see your side's efforts produce good results." Chen Ke remained all smiles.

Sir Humphrey was silent for a while before speaking: "Our side hopes that you can sign this document."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

Hearing Humphrey's words, Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu couldn't help but show a burst of anger on their faces. The content of this document was very simple; it demanded that the People's Party recognize all treaties signed by the Manchu Qing and Britain. Both of them knew that they didn't have Chen Ke's magnanimity to be able to talk and laugh with the British representative Humphrey. It was just that under such straightforward threats from the other party, they couldn't even pretend to smile properly. One of the revolutionary goals of the People's Party was to completely recover all of China's sovereignty. Recognizing the treaties signed by the British and the Manchu Qing was equivalent to recognizing the humiliating agreements set by the Manchu Qing. Even Yuan Shikai dared not do this, let alone the People's Party. If the main negotiator of this meeting wasn't Chen Ke, the two would have probably thrown out harsh words long ago.

"As long as your side can sign, it proves your side's determination to be truly friendly with our British Empire. Our British Empire will absolutely not abandon friends," Humphrey persuaded.

"Even if we don't sign this document, our People's Party will persist in the policy of continuing friendly exchanges with Britain. This point does not need this kind of superficial action to prove," Chen Ke assured Humphrey.

After a frank exchange in a cordial and friendly atmosphere, Chen Ke arranged for Sir Humphrey to rest temporarily. Enduring until Humphrey disappeared outside the courtyard, Lu Huitian said angrily: "They are trying to loot a burning house."

Diplomatic negotiations, not a single word is true, yet every word is true. Chen Ke was quite satisfied with Lu Huitian's understanding. "Their strength is greater than ours, isn't it normal to loot a burning house?"

"Chairman Chen, are you really not angry?" Zhang Yu was rather interested in Chen Ke's attitude.

Chen Ke was indeed not angry. He explained to Zhang Yu: "I would have been angry in earlier years, but these years I consider myself a bit more realistic. What is there to be angry about? The British are definitely doing this for their own interests; they have no reason to consider our China. Dealing with foreign devils is actually quite good in this regard. They nakedly consider how much benefit they can get, so you don't have to worry about them having any other thoughts."

Zhang Yu tentatively said: "But the foreign devils want to support Yuan Shikai. Even if we make concessions now, the foreign devils will still support Yuan Shikai."

Chen Ke nodded repeatedly, "That's right. No matter how the foreigners want to buy off our People's Party, we will not sell out China's sovereignty. Conflict and even war will definitely occur around China's sovereignty. So in the current situation where the disparity between us and the foreign devils is so wide, it would be incredible if the foreign devils didn't play double-dealing like this."

Hearing Chen Ke and Zhang Yu talking smoothly, Lu Huitian finally understood. He said: "Chairman Chen means for us to deal with them insincerely? They try to pit us, and we bluff them?"

Seeing that Lu Huitian also got it, Chen Ke continued, "It's roughly like that. But I have to clarify first, no matter what we do, we have to rely on our own strength. Let's not deliberately set any traps. The British and Yuan Shikai are both old foxes; we really can't outplay them in that game. The best way is to make demands that match our current strength, demands that are reasonable and fair. I have always believed that those who get pitted fall into the pit themselves. For us, tell lies as lies, and truth as truth. But in the final analysis, we must rely on ourselves."

"How to tell lies as lies, and truth as truth?" Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian both became interested.

The next day, Sir Humphrey asked to see Chen Ke as usual, but was told that Chen Ke had official duties. The negotiation representatives became Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian. Not talking to a negotiation opponent like Chen Ke, Sir Humphrey felt much more relaxed. He still demanded that the People's Party sign the agreement recognizing British privileges.

"We cannot sign such an agreement," Lu Huitian replied.

"Why?" Sir Humphrey felt there was hope.

"Because such an agreement has no benefit for Britain, and no benefit for us either. First, after signing such an agreement, the British side won't earn much more money. Second, after signing such an agreement, our People's Party won't earn much more money either. Moreover, in the current situation in China, the entire political field opposes unequal treaties. We get no actual benefits, but lose a lot of political interests. We can't do such a losing business," Lu Huitian replied seriously.

Judging from Lu Huitian's angry look yesterday, Sir Humphrey felt that Lu Huitian was a person who was easily agitated. Discussing this matter with such calm interest analysis now really surprised him.

"The existence of these treaties itself is a reason for many people to attack. If we owe it now, Yuan Shikai in Beijing will definitely use the matter of us signing the treaties to make a fuss. In fact, he will also follow suit and sign with Britain, so what can we get?" Zhang Yu immediately beat the side drum.

"We will support your side to form a cabinet," Sir Humphrey felt that these two opposite him might be easy to fool.

"How can we be sure that we will definitely succeed in forming a cabinet?" Lu Huitian asked back.

Even knowing that he was here to fool the People's Party, being questioned about the strength of the British Empire like this made Sir Humphrey feel very unhappy. "Does Your Excellency not believe in my promise?"

Lu Huitian hurriedly waved his hand, "It's not that we don't believe, but that we have no intention of forming a cabinet alone within two or three years, nor do we have the strength to form a cabinet alone. You suddenly propose such a big goal, we are powerless to complete it ourselves. We feel that if we want to achieve this goal, the British side must put in more effort than us. It's like a balance scale; Yuan Shikai's side is too heavy. To make our side sink down, the British side must provide huge support."

Although far from the goal, in Sir Humphrey's eyes, the loosening of the People's Party's attitude could be considered a kind of progress. He patiently persuaded: "As long as the People's Party signs this agreement, all European countries will support the People's Party."

"It's not that we won't sign. Can you guarantee that after we sign, you can make all Chinese political forces shut up? Otherwise, the long-term benefits haven't been obtained yet, and we have to lose a lot of immediate benefits. It's not worth it for us," Zhang Yu added.

"You are determined to oppose recognizing the previous agreements?" Sir Humphrey said threateningly.

"We don't oppose, we just want to know what benefits there are in recognizing them," Lu Huitian replied.

"Then what do you plan to do?" Sir Humphrey lost some patience.

"Let's make a roadmap," Lu Huitian immediately took out a piece of paper and put it on the table.

Although neither Lu Huitian nor Zhang Yu had any intention of fulfilling any promise to the British, the two still discussed the roadmap for signing the agreement with the British guy very seriously. The idea Chen Ke provided yesterday was that since the British wanted to pretend to be the big bad wolf, the People's Party might as well build a roadmap on the basis that the British were the big bad wolf. The British guy wanted the People's Party to pull chestnuts out of the fire for him, so the People's Party would push the British guy to the front line.

Sir Humphrey soon discovered this problem. He asked: "Does your side have no intention of forming a cabinet alone?"

"We really don't," Lu Huitian replied categorically.

Now Sir Humphrey knew that his trip was a complete failure. Since the People's Party clearly stated that they would not form a cabinet alone, many stratagems could not be implemented. As for a joint cabinet, Chen Ke had already denied it yesterday, and Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu didn't mention this line of thought at all, indicating that the two would not privately reach an agreement on a joint cabinet.

Since this was the case, Sir Humphrey had to admit that the main purpose of this trip had failed. The People's Party was united from top to bottom. Unless they received huge benefits, it was impossible for them to sign an agreement recognizing the old treaties.

After sending away the disappointed Sir Humphrey, the People's Party held a Central Committee meeting. Chen Ke first informed the comrades of the content of this negotiation, and then said seriously: "Comrades, the war to liberate the whole country is not far away. Yuan Shikai will definitely defect to the British, and the British will definitely choose Yuan Shikai. After Yuan Shikai arms a huge force, the war will begin."

This assertion was so abrupt that the comrades couldn't accept it for a while. "How long will it take for Yuan Shikai to arm an army?"

"According to the financial situation, he probably needs a year and a half to two years. From purchasing foreign arms and shipping them to China, to conscription and training. In a year and a half, Yuan Shikai can possess 600,000 troops."

The number 600,000 made the comrades breathe a sigh of relief. If it was 600,000 fighting 600,000, the People's Party had absolute confidence in victory from top to bottom. "What should we do now? Why don't we just take action to deal with Yuan Shikai now while his strength is not strong?"

"The British will absolutely not agree, and we are not fully prepared at present. Our steel output is said to be 600,000 tons. There is too much water in this figure; the quality of steel is uneven, and we don't have enough processing capacity yet. Now we can only produce rails and iron farm tools on a large scale. We still can't directly produce steel plates, and the production level of steel bars is also very poor. I went to see it last time; the steel bars pulled out were as brittle as glass. These things need accumulation. Being able to stabilize the current production capacity of 600,000 tons and improve product quality in a year, that is a victory. Being able to initially integrate the current industrial categories within two years, I think that would be not bad," Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on the comrades.

Being lectured by Chen Ke like this, You Gou, the Director of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, was a bit unhappy. She asked: "In that case, what does Chairman Chen think is our current key point?"

"The current key point is for all of you to go abroad for a trip and open your eyes properly. Britain, France, Germany, and the United States are the four most advanced industrial countries today. Every two months, we will send a batch of people abroad. I hope our cadres, including middle-level cadres, can all go abroad to take a look. I don't expect everyone to learn something immediately, but to let the comrades see with their own eyes the appearance of these industrial countries and their most basic characteristics. When our industrial capacity develops faster and we build on a larger scale, everyone won't feel that these things are too novel."

The comrades of the Party Central Committee were all stunned. Chen Ke had raised the issue of cadres going abroad for inspection before, but there had been so many internal matters during this period that except for the comrades in foreign trade and economy who could go abroad, other comrades could only satisfy their craving by looking at the photos they brought back. This time, he actually wanted to send cadres to visit on a large scale; the comrades were speechless for a moment.

Chen Ke was also very helpless. If he didn't send comrades abroad to see now, once World War I started, there would be absolutely no need to consider going abroad for inspection. Although there were many dangers at present, traveling ten thousand miles is better than reading ten thousand books. The People's Party needed comrades to broaden their horizons. Whether they were willing or not, once World War I began, the People's Party would be irresistibly drawn into the torrent of the entire world. If they hadn't even seen those major countries, how could they have any concept of the struggle between them?

Moreover, the large-scale overseas inspection of the People's Party's current cadres could also make Yuan Shikai feel a certain degree of relaxation, so he would dare to do some things more freely. Even from the perspective of deceiving the enemy, it was necessary to do so.

The comrades of the Party Central Committee looked at each other. They suddenly suspected whether Chen Ke was joking. But soon they understood that Chen Ke meant no joke at all. "Everyone study it. We will send out a maximum of 8 batches of people for inspection. Everyone hurry up and draw up the list. The diplomatic side will immediately contact the above four countries. If it's fast, I hope to send the first batch of comrades before the Spring Festival."

"Then what about the students we have already sent out?" You Gou asked.

"They have their studies, which is different from these comrades on inspection. Handle those students according to the plan," Chen Ke gave a reply.
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Now, every two days, the secretary would report the schedule for the next two days to Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, after meeting with the comrades from the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, do you want to see Comrades Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin?"

"When did they arrive?" Chen Ke felt quite surprised. If it were before, he would have known as soon as these two people arrived in the base area.

"They have been here for almost two days. However, the British representative was here at that time, so I didn't tell you," the secretary replied.

"Arrange it now. I'll see them as early as possible today," Chen Ke replied. Although the Guangfu Society and the People's Party were becoming increasingly estranged, once the war with Beiyang began, it would be best if the Zhejiang side could maintain a neutral attitude.

"Then when will you have time?" Chen Ke asked the secretary.

"This time, it's not just Qiu Jin and Chen Tianhua; three other people also want to see Chairman Chen with them," the secretary said with some difficulty.

"Who are they?" Chen Ke became a bit interested.

"Two Japanese comrades, Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten. In addition, there is a Chinese student who once studied in Japan named Zhou Shuren," the secretary replied while looking at the record. "Comrade Miyazaki Toten was introduced to our People's Party by Comrade Heishima Jin. He has been working in our base area for more than a year. Recently, we investigated his background in detail, and this comrade's background is very complicated. Comrade Miyazaki is a Japanese socialist and has a very close relationship with the Tongmenghui, especially with Sun Yat-sen. The Japanese government also seems to care about this comrade very much. Comrade Zhou Shuren seems to have offended comrades in our party when he was in Japan. Some comrades who were also international students seem to dislike him very much, thinking that this person's political attitude is quite conservative."

Chen Ke had not heard of the name Miyazaki Toten, but he felt that the name sounded very imposing. As for Zhou Shuren, Chen Ke was very clear about his conflicts with Japanese international students. At the end of 1905, Chinese students in Japan were incited by the Tongmenghui to go on strike and return to China. Zhou Shuren, who had not yet used the pen name Lu Xun, clearly stated that he would not return to China but would complete his studies. Chen Ke was not very clear about whether Zhou Shuren had completed his studies, but at least on the matter of demanding to complete his studies, Chen Ke supported Zhou Shuren. It was just that there were many comrades in the People's Party who were former international students in Japan, and presumably, they still had some grudges against Zhou Shuren's refusal to "follow the revolutionary situation."

"If it's these three people, you can let them come together. Arrange the time," Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Ke had official duties at other times, so the secretary finally arranged the meeting for dinner. After all, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were Chen Ke's old acquaintances, so having a meal together was also suitable for such a situation.

Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin, and Kita Ikki were all people Chen Ke had met many times. Chen Ke had seen Zhou Shuren in photos many times, but this Comrade Miyazaki Toten was someone Chen Ke was seeing for the first time. He didn't expect that Miyazaki Toten would be a middle-aged man in his forties. He had a big beard and looked heroic.

After the six people introduced themselves slightly, Chen Ke, along with his wife He Ying and the guards, brought up the simple dishes. The five guests never expected that Chen Ke would personally serve dishes to everyone, and their expressions changed somewhat.

"There's only this much food at home, everyone please help yourselves. I'll go to the back first," He Ying said briskly.

"Mrs. Chen, come eat together," Qiu Jin said politely.

"You are eating and talking about official business today; it will take a long time. I'll take my daughter to eat, and after eating, I have to supervise her homework. I'll take my leave first," He Ying said and left the living room.

"Everyone, there is no wine in my house. Replaced by tea, I wish everyone good health," Chen Ke raised his teacup.

Although the six people were not pretentious, they were all very disciplined. Chen Ke noticed that every time they picked up food, they only picked the part close to them. Whether they liked it or not, they ate at least a few mouthfuls of each dish. Everyone remained silent and finished the meal in a short while.

Chen Ke and the guard cleared the bowls and chopsticks together, and then brewed tea. Qiu Jin laughed: "Wen Qing, when we ate together eight years ago, I really didn't expect Wen Qing to have today's achievements."

In 1905, Chen Ke had originally wanted to make a revolution with the Guangfu Society, but the cooperation between the two sides did not last long. Compared with eight years ago, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had a lot of white hair on their temples. Including Chen Ke, none of the three had the immaturity of their youth. The turmoil they had experienced made everyone much more steady.

"Sister Qiu, how is the injury on your body usually?" Chen Ke asked.

Qiu Jin no longer had the intensity of the past. She replied steadily, "Thank you for your concern, Wen Qing. As soon as it's cloudy or rainy, I know I've been injured. Usually, I don't remember this matter at all. Bosun and I came to see Wen Qing this time to ask about one thing. The People's Party's land reform program is very intense, and the landlords and gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang are very panicked. But I don't know if Wen Qing is just scaring them, or really intends to do this to the end."

Chen Ke felt a little unexpected. If it was just for such a small matter, it was really impossible to trouble Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin to come to the base area together. Not to mention that Chen Ke would not tell any lies to their faces on this issue, even if the two wrote a letter, Chen Ke would not hide anything about the People's Party's political program.

"We have already announced the program. Regardless of whether the gentry are panicked or not, there can be no change in land reform," Chen Ke replied.

Xu Xilin said with a solemn expression: "Wen Qing, the number of evil gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang is limited. It is very common for a family to have more than ten *mu* of land. According to the People's Party's land reform policy, three *mu* of land per person, once land reform is carried out, many families will actually lose part of their land. I see in the People's Party's regulations that all excess land is to be used to form state-owned farms. Isn't this competing with the people for profit?"

Chen Ke explained patiently: "The small peasant economy has no necessity to exist under the industrial system. State ownership of land is the core of land reform. This is not competing with the people for profit. China's land is probably less than 2 billion *mu*, and the population is between 400 million and 500 million. Even if it is distributed equally, it is only four *mu* per person. If land reform is not carried out, people will definitely starve to death. In our People's Party's policy, everyone has the right to survive. Without implementing land reform, we cannot guarantee everyone's right to survival."

Xu Xilin shook his head, "Wen Qing, you said in the announcement that there is no subsidy for land reform, and everyone's land is completely confiscated by the state. Many people have accumulated land for generations. Is this hard work to be ignored? I think this is inappropriate."

"We don't have the money for redemption; this is the key. Precious funds need to be invested in industrial construction. Without industry, China has no future."

"At least compensate afterwards?" Xu Xilin tried his best to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was completely unmoved. "We do not recognize land privatization. China's land is the land of the Chinese common people. The grain produced on the land is grain to feed all Chinese people. We can not discuss other private ownership issues for now, but the article of land nationalization must be implemented no matter what. The primary article of the current Chinese revolution is the land revolution. If the land revolution cannot be solved, the government cannot guarantee that everyone can live. The government doesn't know magic; none of us have the ability to spit out grain. To ensure that the people have food to eat and do not starve to death, land nationalization must be implemented."

Speaking of this, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin showed disappointed expressions. On the contrary, Miyazaki Toten couldn't help but shout loudly: "Well said!"

Kita Ikki frowned, "Brother Miyazaki, there is an old Chinese saying called 'live and work in peace and contentment' (*anju leye*). Without one's own grain, how can there be a family business? Without a family business, how can one talk about working happily?"

Seeing that Kita Ikki was not opposing him, but directly opposing Miyazaki Toten, Chen Ke felt slightly surprised.

"Not so!" Miyazaki Toten said loudly, "In the past, farming was done by oneself, and one bore the harvest or harvest failure oneself. After nationalization, farming is being a member of national grain production. In case of various situations, the state will naturally lend a helping hand. The state and the laborers no longer have only a tax relationship, but are integrated with the laborers as a whole. This is the progress of social form; this is justice."

"The state has the state's responsibilities, and the people have the people's obligations. If this is done, the state becomes stronger and stronger and can drive the people at will. Where is freedom?" Kita Ikki obviously did not agree with Miyazaki Toten's view.

"The state is a tool of class rule, and labor is the only way to create value. The key is not who owns the land and means of production, but who is the ruling class of the state. How the ruling class wants to realize its own interests." Miyazaki Toten did not give in.

Hearing this, Chen Ke could already roughly distinguish that this was a debate between petty bourgeoisie and socialism. He did not participate in it, but turned to ask Zhou Shuren, "For what matter did Mr. Zhou come to our base area?"

Zhou Shuren had been listening quietly to everyone talking. Suddenly seeing Chen Ke talking to him, he was quite surprised. "I have read Mr. Chen's articles 'A Madman's Diary', 'Benediction', and the recent 'The True Story of Ah Q', and I really admire Mr. Chen very much. It just so happened that I learned that Mr. Xu and Mr. Qiu were coming, so I begged the two of them to take me here to see."

Chen Ke now felt that his face had passed the grade from thin to thick, and had entered the realm from thick to non-existent. Even though he plagiarized the articles of the future Zhou Shuren in front of him, Chen Ke didn't feel a trace of guilt. He laughed: "I originally thought Mr. Zhou wanted to find a job in our base area. Now hearing that Mr. Zhou is just here to see the novelty, I am quite disappointed."

Hearing Chen Ke recruiting Zhou Shuren so straightforwardly, Xu Xilin laughed: "Shuren is currently the director of our hospital. Wen Qing, you can't just abduct him from me like this."

Chen Ke didn't expect that Zhou Shuren was actually doing his original profession as a doctor, and was somewhat surprised. But these were all minor details. Chen Ke asked: "Brother Xu, since you came to ask me about this land reform, can you tell me exactly why? I know Beiyang is already at odds with our People's Party. I estimate that the government or gentry in other provinces will not support our People's Party in this matter. Brother Xu currently occupies Western Zhejiang, but I don't know how Brother Xu views us?"

A look of difficulty appeared on Xu Xilin's face. "Wen Qing, if my family is asked to hand over our land and property, as long as it can promote the Chinese revolution, I, your foolish brother, will willingly offer it with both hands. Many revolutionary comrades think the same. But the broad gentry and landlords who support the revolution often only have some land in their families. Everyone knows that our Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch gets along very well with the People's Party, so recently many people have cut off their support to us, and some people have come to us to question our Western Zhejiang Branch's views on land reform. The letters sent from many comrades' homes are full of panic. It makes many comrades unable to work with peace of mind."

These were all heartfelt words. The sincerity and anxiety revealed in Xu Xilin's tone made both Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten stop their argument, and for a moment everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke.

"Brother Xu, have you heard of the class interests represented by revolutionaries that our People's Party has talked about?" Chen Ke asked.

"Please explain, Wen Qing," Xu Xilin replied.

Chen Ke leaned back in his chair, stared closely at Xu Xilin's eyes, and looked for a good while before replying: "The vast majority of revolutionaries think they have the world in their hearts. If the revolution succeeds, the revolution they implement can allow everyone under heaven to get the greatest benefit. In fact, this is not the case at all. Revolutionaries will inevitably represent the interests of a certain class. It's just that some people realize it, and some people don't. Just as Brother Xu said just now, to a large extent, you represent the interests of the local landlords and gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. When their interests are threatened, whether you personally want to or not, you think you have an obligation to guarantee their interests. Whether necessary or forced, you will stand on the side of their interests. This is your class position."

Xu Xilin trembled slightly. He also stared closely at Chen Ke and retorted loudly: "Not so! If the revolution cannot benefit everyone under heaven, then the revolution is certainly incomplete. The common people are certainly working hard, but what crime do the gentry have? According to the revolution promoted by Wen Qing, whether the common people can benefit is unknown, but the gentry will first lose their family fortunes. How is this different from looting?"

"Brother Xu, this is the decisive difference between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society. Our People's Party's class position is on the side of the broad laborers, on the side of the current poor common people. Seeking welfare for the workers and peasants and creating a tomorrow, this is our People's Party's class interest. And the Guangfu Society, no matter what posture it displays, is ultimately on the side of the propertied class. You have also done some things that seem beneficial to the broad laboring masses, but at the critical moment, you immediately stand on the side of the gentry and landlords. Even if you don't continue to promote the revolution, you must first guarantee the vested interests of the landlords and gentry."

These words were very blunt. Xu Xilin's face became quite ugly. Qiu Jin did not have deep feelings about such class issues, but worrying that Chen Ke and Xu Xilin would fall out directly as they spoke, Qiu Jin showed an uneasy expression.

Chen Ke didn't care about this. History has long proved countless times that even if the interests of the propertied class and the communist revolution can coexist in some circumstances, ultimately a life-and-death struggle will break out. An unreliable ally is sometimes more dangerous than a clear-cut enemy. So no matter how ugly the faces of his two old friends were, Chen Ke spoke calmly, "Brother Xu, I used to have the same idea as you, thinking that if everyone took a step back, the sky would be wide and the world would be peaceful. But in reality, this is impossible. Cooperation is needed when working; this is strength in numbers, making work easier. But when distributing the fruits of labor, it is a zero-sum game; fewer people means better meals. There is only this much rice in one pot; if you eat more, others have to eat less. Whether the distribution is determined by labor or by the land possessed. This is an incompatible contradiction. Either the propertied class occupies the distribution power, or the laborers occupy the distribution power."

"Well said!" Miyazaki Toten couldn't help but slap the table in praise.

It seemed that Kita Ikki and Miyazaki Toten had argued about this matter for a long time. Seeing Miyazaki Toten express his stance, Kita Ikki immediately said: "If a perfect national system can be established so that both the propertied class and the laborers can get appropriate distribution, this contradiction is not too big a problem."

Chen Ke turned to Kita Ikki, "If the contradiction between the propertied class and the laborers within a system can recede to a secondary contradiction, there is only one reason. Both sides have to face a common external enemy, and this common enemy threatens the survival of both the propertied class and the laborers. But this cooperation and coexistence is extremely unstable. Wasn't China's Boxer Rebellion just like this? Originally, the Boxers resisted foreign aggressors, so they proposed 'Support the Qing, Exterminate the Foreigners'. There was also a contradiction between the Manchu Qing court and the foreign devils, so the two sides cooperated. As a result, foreign countries struck the Manchu Qing court, and then the Manchu Qing court immediately colluded with the foreign devils to jointly suppress the Boxer movement. In the end, the Boxer movement turned into 'Sweep away the Qing, Exterminate the Foreigners'! There are many comrades in our People's Party who came from the Boxers. They can tell everyone the details properly. Not just the Boxers, but in Japan's Meiji Restoration, the *Sonnō* (Revere the Emperor) faction and the *Sabaku* (Support the Shogunate) faction. Originally, the *Sonnō* faction opposed Japan's opening up and wanted to drive the foreigners out of Japan. After failing, they found that this method wouldn't work, so they simply communicated closely with the foreigners. They fully utilized trade with foreigners to arm themselves, and finally overthrew the Shogunate which originally advocated limited trade. There are simply too many such things where one changes one's allegiance based on one's own interests. If I were to just list examples, three days and three nights wouldn't be enough."

Xu Xilin didn't have the patience to listen any further. He asked: "Does that mean, Wen Qing, you must confiscate the land of the landlords and gentry no matter what?"

"It's not that I want to confiscate the land; what do I need land for? Rather, our new system requires land nationalization so that the laboring masses who are willing to engage in agricultural labor have land, this means of production, to engage in production. The 30% tax we collect, including the output from state-owned farms, is used for industrial construction so that laborers engaged in agricultural work in the base area can have a large amount of cheap industrial products to use. I personally, and all comrades of the People's Party, earn money to eat through labor. No one seeks benefits by monopolizing land. This is our class position; this is our class interest. It is our system that implements land nationalization; all land must be nationalized. This is not targeting landlords and gentry, but anyone's land must be nationalized."

Speaking of this, Xu Xilin temporarily turned his head away. At least judging from that resentful expression, Xu Xilin already understood what exactly Chen Ke was saying.

Although Miyazaki Toten remained silent, he nodded repeatedly. Kita Ikki seemed to have temporarily found no line of thought to oppose Chen Ke, and bowed his head in silence. Instead, Zhou Shuren, who had been silent all along, spoke up: "Mr. Chen, my family only has a few dozen *mu* of poor fields. My younger brothers are still young, and my mother relies on collecting rent for a living. If it is as you said, how will my family make a living after land reform?"

Chen Ke was slightly unhappy as soon as he heard this question. In his opinion, Lu Xun should not have asked such a question no matter what. His tone was also slightly dissatisfied, "Then go work. Our base area's constitution clearly stipulates that receiving education and labor are the rights and obligations of citizens. That is to say, citizens have the right to obtain employment opportunities, and citizens must work; this is an obligation. For example, in the Zhou family, Old Mrs. Lu can also get employment opportunities. I heard that Old Mrs. Lu can also read; she can come out to teach, or engage in accounting work after training. And your two younger brothers, Zhou Jianren and Zhou Zuoren, can study for free. If the money is not enough, they can also apply for student loans from the state. No interest is charged. What is social progress? This is social progress. Laborers, regardless of gender, have opportunities."

Zhou Shuren did not speak for a moment, but Qiu Jin asked in surprise: "How does Wen Qing know the situation in Brother Shuren's family?"

Chen Ke felt slightly regretful because he hadn't controlled his emotions and couldn't help but blurt out the situation of Zhou Shuren's family that he knew. However, explaining at this time would be meaningless; the more he explained, the worse it would get. He simply avoided this topic. "Sister Qiu, when we first met, I said I wanted to launch a people's revolution of 400 million compatriots. What life (*ming*) are we revolutionizing (*ge*)? We are revolutionizing the life where the propertied class was the master of the house in the past. What the revolution wants to promote is a world where laborers are the masters of the house. The socialist system that our People's Party wants to establish can be summarized as roughly science and democracy. Science is to constantly study the natural laws that do not shift according to human will, and study methods to labor and produce better. Democracy is to let laborers participate in distribution, and seek a more reasonable distribution ratio of labor products amidst constant quarrels and friction. In the early stage of this revolution, we do not consider the interests of private land owners. This is the agrarian revolution."

Hearing these words, Qiu Jin also fell silent. She and Xu Xilin came this time not fantasizing that Chen Ke would withdraw the previously announced People's Party land reform program. They just hoped that Chen Ke could make a statement and not show a state of hostility towards landlords so directly. But what they didn't expect was that Chen Ke's attitude was so resolute. Not only was Chen Ke's attitude towards landlords a complete denial, but he also placed a naked, bloody class struggle situation in front of the two. Suddenly seeing such a class struggle that could only be described as incompatible as fire and water, Qiu Jin felt a great discomfort and aversion.

"Does that mean the People's Party must be enemies with the landlords and gentry?" Kita Ikki replied in a muffled voice.

"We didn't want to be enemies with any specific person. Regarding landlords and gentry or ordinary laboring common people, we only want land nationalization. And after nationalization, laborers willing to engage in agriculture can all be allocated land. It's not saying that after land nationalization, they won't even have land to farm. The reality is that a portion of landlords and gentry want to be enemies with the system we are promoting. It is they who want to overthrow our system by every possible means."

Kita Ikki looked up at Chen Ke, "But after your system appears, it is impossible for them not to oppose it."

Chen Ke shook his head slightly, "Mr. Kita Ikki, revolutionaries all oppose injustice and inequality. But a portion of revolutionaries believe that private land ownership is not within injustice and inequality. We, the People's Party, believe that the exploitation system generated by private land ownership is itself a great injustice and inequality. This is the root of China's current problems. So we insist that China's private land ownership must be eliminated. This is the only correct way to solve the problem from the root."

Silence, silence. The room fell silent. Except for the heavy breathing caused by emotional agitation, no one spoke anymore. After a long time, Zhou Shuren suddenly smiled bitterly, "Mr. Chen, how many people will have to die, and how much blood will have to be shed? Listening to your words, you should be very clear."

There was a kind of helplessness in Chen Ke's voice, but also a kind of firmness, "At least this bloodshed still has meaning. Those who lose their lives for insisting on the old system let everyone realize that social progress cannot be stopped, and absorbing this lesson allows social progress to be more rational and peaceful. Their sacrifices can also be called offerings on the altar of history. If the revolution is just for a group of private owners to kill each other for profit, and finally fatten a few families and clans. Society makes no progress, and by killing off China's population, fewer people means better meals, so it seems the problem is solved. This kind of bloodshed is a true tragedy. What is the meaning of those victims?"

"Haha," Zhou Shuren smiled bitterly, "Mr. Chen, in the final chapter 'Grand Reunion' of '*The True Story of Ah Q*', you wrote that Ah Q drew a circle on the confession but felt that it wasn't round enough. Is that what you meant just now? If the common people go through a revolution and finally learn nothing, and in the end can't even draw a circle properly..."

Speaking of this, Zhou Shuren could no longer continue, just shaking his head repeatedly.

Chen Ke hadn't thought that much originally. Reminded by Zhou Shuren, he suddenly also had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Thinking that the significance of the Xinhai Revolution to ordinary people was just a circle that couldn't be drawn round, Chen Ke could only sigh helplessly.
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The conversation with the old friends from the Guangfu Society ended on a rather unhappy note. Xu Xilin remained silent, but Qiu Jin, possessing a woman's tact, smiled and said, "Wenqing, I haven't seen Sister You Gou for a long time. I wonder if we can get together with her. Thinking back to when we first met in Shanghai—you, me, Sister You Gou, Bosun, Zhenglan, and Wang Bin—it would be nice if the six of us could reunite."

Chen Ke didn't oppose a reunion, but the four members of the People's Party, including himself, all held important positions. Gathering like this wasn't easy. However, upon second thought, Chen Ke smiled and said, "That's not impossible. Everyone happens to be in Wuhan right now. I'll arrange for us to meet."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Qiu Jin became happy. "That would be wonderful."

Chen Ke did indeed need to meet with the other three to discuss the current issue of industrial integration. But that’s how things are in the world; once things get busy, there are short periods of extreme busyness. The very next day after seeing Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin, the American representative suddenly asked to see Chen Ke.

Wang Bin was now in charge of foreign trade, and trade with the United States could be said to be the highlight. A large amount of the People's Party's heavy industrial equipment was imported from the United States, and the American representative had stated in advance that he hoped Wang Bin could also participate in the meeting. Chen Ke simply called You Gou along to attend the meeting as well.

"We hope your side can purchase an additional batch of equipment," the American representative said straight to the point. After speaking, he handed a list to Chen Ke. Unlike the British side, this list was in English, but thoughtfully included Chinese translations below the English names.

This time, Chen Ke didn't just glance at it simply; he read it carefully. Key high-temperature and high-pressure reactors for synthetic ammonia, steel rolling equipment, and a large pile of other heavy industrial equipment related to the steel industry. There were dozens of items in total.

"But this year's quota has already been roughly determined. We don't have the money to buy these things right now," Chen Ke replied.

"If you are willing to pay with gold, we can continue to lower the price from the current level," the American representative replied.

"We don't have much gold," Chen Ke said with a look of difficulty.

The American representative smiled. "What if we say the price is discounted by 40%?"

Even though Chen Ke, You Gou, and Wang Bin had agreed before the meeting to pretend to be poor no matter what, and had even practiced in front of a mirror, hearing this offer, the three still changed their expressions.

"You get what you pay for. If the price is lowered by 40%, will the quality also be lowered by 40%?" Wang Bin couldn't help but ask.

"You People's Party have always been very strict about quality. Wouldn't it be fine to just follow the original payment method?" The American representative was well prepared.

Faced with such a price, Chen Ke felt thoroughly tempted. Economic crisis is an insurmountable problem for capitalism. The People's Party had quite a few intelligence points overseas, so they were no longer completely in the dark about the situation in Europe and America. After entering the 1900s, economic crises in Europe and America were constant; crises broke out in 1900 and 1907. Textbooks specifically taught that the economy before WWI was even more ferocious. News sent back by the People's Party confirmed this. Moreover, the price of gold in the international market had recently skyrocketed, and panic selling had appeared in the US stock market. Even a layman like Chen Ke could deduce that large amounts of funds in the stock market were being withdrawn to buy gold.

The pressure on industrial product sales brought about by the depression in the US domestic market, and the demand for profit brought about by the soaring price of gold. It was not incomprehensible for the American representative to propose a 40% discount for purchasing industrial products with gold.

"But we also need gold to stabilize our own currency value," Chen Ke withstood the huge temptation and began to talk about the People's Party's current difficulties.

The American representative naturally saw through Chen Ke's thoughts. He leaned back on the sofa quite relaxed. "Mr. Chen, if I could discuss a loan agreement with you, what would you think?"

"Private loan or government loan?" Chen Ke wanted to pretend to be nonchalant, but he felt his heart couldn't help but start beating faster.

The American representative looked at Chen Ke and said slowly, "A loan of 100 million US dollars. If you can provide more reliable collateral, we can even consider 200 million US dollars. Of course, this loan must be used to purchase American goods."

Chen Ke and the others fell silent. Such a sum of money meant they could purchase a massive amount of industrial products. Currently, the Base Area imported a large amount of mechanical equipment from the United States every year. If they could get a one-time loan of 100 million or even 200 million, the driving force would be immeasurable.

Having managed to suppress the excitement in his heart with great difficulty, Chen Ke felt his brain become more flexible. He tentatively asked, "May I ask if Your Excellency represents the Congress? The Government? A financial group? Or the Federal Reserve Board that is said to be established soon?"

This question seemed to hit the mark. The American representative was slightly stunned. He looked at Chen Ke carefully for a few moments before saying, "The Federal Reserve Board hopes to issue a batch of US dollars that are not convertible into gold and silver. Pure paper currency or account transactions, which must be used to purchase American goods. Our two sides have cooperated quite happily in these past few years. I believe your side has this need."

Chen Ke replied seriously, "But how do we repay it? Borrowing money is easy, but paying it back is not easy. The current trade balance allows us to guarantee repayment ability. But we cannot grasp what will happen in the next few years. If we borrow debt that we can't repay, wouldn't we have to commit suicide?"

This remark made the American representative quite satisfied. This solid and practical attitude of the People's Party was what he valued. If it weren't for the basic understanding and recognition built up between the two sides over the past few years, he would not have made such a proposal. With a smile hanging on the corner of his mouth, the American representative said, "Mr. Chen, I have a suggestion. If you are willing to repay 20% of the loan with gold, and use all the loan to purchase American goods, I hope to negotiate a package agreement with you. The loan amount can even be placed between 200 million and 300 million. The repayment method will use the raw silk trade as collateral."

After such an earth-shattering plan was put forward, Chen Ke even heard the sound of Wang Bin swallowing his saliva. Afraid that Wang Bin and You Gou couldn't hold back if he continued, Chen Ke said, "This matter involves too much. Can you come up with a feasibility plan?"

"There is a plan." The American representative immediately pulled a document out of his briefcase.

Actual 98% value given, repaid in ten years, annual interest payment, 5% annual interest. The People's Party must pay 20% of the total loan amount in gold to the Americans as collateral at the same time as the loan. After reading such a document that didn't look too harsh, Chen Ke expressed his opposition right then and there. "The actual amount given must be full. Interest calculation must also be carried out from when the loan begins execution. If calculated this way, I might as well take that 40% preferential purchase price."

"Preferential purchasing can be discussed within the package agreement. Our trade between both sides has already reached a very high amount. For your side, it's just buying these goods a few years in advance. I don't think there's any problem," the American representative persuaded.

"Let us discuss it first." Chen Ke felt he could no longer pretend. He hurriedly requested to suspend the meeting.

As soon as the American representative left, Chen Ke collapsed into the sofa. He finally understood what it felt like for a pie to fall from the sky. His heart thumped wildly, and his whole person was immersed in excitement and hyperactivity. To get such a loan before WWI and get the equipment in place... Then the profits brought by the production capacity China exploded with during WWI could easily pay off this money. As for the benefits obtained by the Base Area, it was a tremendous improvement in industrial production capacity, and the social promotion matched with it.

Even without Chen Ke's knowledge of history, You Gou and Wang Bin knew the impact this loan could bring. Plus, seeing Chen Ke's rare loss of composure, they clearly understood Chen Ke's attitude toward this loan.

"Chairman Chen, we might as well stabilize our own position first. If the Yankees see through our cards, I'm afraid they'll dare to raise the price on the spot," You Gou advised. But advising Chen Ke was one thing; You Gou's own voice also thoroughly revealed her excitement.

"If we really ship this batch of gold to the United States, our own national treasury will be emptied, right?" Wang Bin said worriedly. The most ruthless point of the Yankees was requiring the People's Party to pay 20% of the loan in gold to the US first.

"If we want gold, we have to take Henan. There is a gold mine belt over in Sanmenxia. It's possible to pay these gold to the Yankees," Chen Ke said, trying his best to use a calm tone. But he said this only to comfort Wang Bin. Even without more gold income, the WWI dividends, especially the dividends of industrial strength, were not something this little bit of gold could compare to. Chen Ke himself had no concept of the gold standard. Because of his background in chemical engineering, Chen Ke lacked feeling for "precious metals."

Shaking his head vigorously to clear his brain, Chen Ke said, "Immediately convene a meeting of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission! I'll call Minister Hua over too. This matter is not a small one."

This meeting was of an extremely high level. The seven core cadres of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission and the Military Commission attended the meeting. After briefly introducing the Americans' proposal, Chen Ke first asked the comrades to quiet down. "We can completely ignore the Americans' proposal this time. We won't eat pork with hair just because the butcher Zhang died. A country's industrialization must be built on its own strength. The comrades of the Military Commission have a limited level of understanding of industry, so I'll digress a little first. What is an industrial system? An industrial system isn't just having a bunch of factories. Beiyang thinks that opening a few factories and being able to make a few things is an industrial system. This view is completely wrong."

Qin Tongren came out of the old Beiyang system. Hearing Chen Ke fiercely criticize Beiyang to his face, he was not only not angry, but on the contrary, agreed extremely in his heart. Industry is not a simple accumulation of factories, but a complete operating system. For example, the steel industry as the industrial foundation. If a completed steel plant wants to operate normally, it must first have iron ore and coke, it must have spare parts for consumption, and it must have many workers and technicians who can operate the steel plant. What is the produced steel used for? Is it processed into mechanical equipment? Or processed into farm tools or weapons? Just like a rather nasty joke Chen Ke had told, "Think about where to shit and piss before eating, otherwise don't eat. If you don't eat, you can still control it. If you don't shit and piss, it will kill people."

If we still take steel as an example, if a furnace of molten steel and iron is smelted but not poured out, the furnace bought with heavy money will be completely ruined after the temperature drops. If it is poured out at will, it will only solidify into a pile of strangely shaped iron ingots and steel ingots that are difficult to process after cooling. The People's Party has imported a large amount of steel rolling equipment in recent years and has also worked hard to copy various steel processing equipment. These technical efforts have made the National Defense Science and Industry Commission suffer enough. This is not just money; the National Defense Science and Industry Commission has paid a lot of lives, and many people have been injured in various experiments, even left with lifelong disabilities. Industry is indeed an industry piled up with blood, sweat, and human lives.

After listening to Chen Ke's simple introduction to the concept of the industrial system, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Then what should our army do?"

"Management and control," Chen Ke answered.

Hua Xiongmao was stunned. He couldn't quite figure out how the army could participate in managing industry. "Our specific work is..."

Chen Ke replied, "Civil war will definitely break out in more than a year. At that time, we will not only face attacks from the Beiyang Army and other provinces on the frontal battlefield. The interior of the Base Area must also prevent enemy sabotage. A steel plant has such a huge investment; one person holding an explosive package and engaging in sabotage can stop the steel plant's production. So how to strictly control the interior of the Base Area and protect these vital departments is the responsibility of the army. In addition to factories and mines, transportation lines are also a top priority. The army's work is very heavy."

"Then we have to continue expanding the army. The current 600,000 troops are definitely not enough," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"If expanding the army, consider towards three million. To liberate all of China, it won't work without this number." Chen Ke originally wanted to say five million, but considering that his opponent was not the Kuomintang which claimed eight million troops in 1945, but just the Beiyang government, he lowered this number by two million.

"Our Base Area currently has only 62 million people." Hua Xiongmao was frightened. The troop ratio of one in twenty was appalling.

"So we want to liberate Henan. Once Henan is liberated, the Base Area's population can reach 100 million. Henan was originally a major grain-producing province. If chemical fertilizer can be used, there will be two seasons a year. One season of winter wheat, one season of corn. Grain is not a problem." As a native of Henan, and having some classmates working in the Grain Bureau, Chen Ke was still very confident about Henan's grain situation.

"What is our current work?" Qin Tongren was not too interested in the army.

"Yes. You need to integrate industrial production right now. Once the war starts, all weapons and ammunition must be borne by ourselves. So I don't require precision for the time being; what I require now is homogeneity. All similar industrial products should try to achieve homogeneity. Of course, I know this requires accumulation. Gentlemen, do your best."

"To achieve homogeneity, we have to solve the process problem. We haven't fully understood the process principles of many imported technologies yet." Qin Tongren regretted this very much.

Chen Ke replied, "Whether there is a way or not, it's just this one year or so. After that passes, war could break out at any time. I don't require this industrial system to be advanced right now, but this industry must be able to bear various pressures during the war and must be able to operate on its own. I set up this unit, the National Defense Science and Industry Commission, to let you manage all industries for this reason."

"Is the industrial power steam power or electric power?" Kong Zhang couldn't help but speak up too.

"Electric Hegemon Kong, let me ask you a question," Chen Ke rarely made a joke about the address with Kong Zhang. "I heard you wanted to take on the work of manufacturing measuring instruments last time?"

Kong Zhang's personality was a bit rascally. He waved his hands repeatedly. "Don't talk about that. Last time I didn't know the height of the sky and the depth of the earth. I was wrong."

Qin Shi Huang's great achievement was unifying the writing system and the wheel gauge. This also included the unification of weights and measures. The People's Party's industrial sector soon encountered the problem of weights and measures. Chen Ke didn't understand the Imperial system, only the Metric system. So he naturally promoted metric units. The advantage of the metric unit is that one forty-millionth of the total length of the Earth's meridian passing through Paris is used as the unit of length. On May 20, 1875, the French government came forward and convened a meeting of government representatives from 20 countries, officially signing the Metre Convention, recognizing the metric system as an internationally common unit of measurement. At the same time, it was decided to establish the International Committee for Weights and Measures and the International Bureau of Weights and Measures.

With the meter, a cubic meter can be determined. Then with temperature measuring tools, the weight unit kilogram can be determined. Then, grams, milligrams, and these more detailed things can be determined through many methods such as equal division.

The Second Industrial Revolution had relatively high requirements for more precise measurement, especially the power system. The simplest example is the copper cable core. It won't work if the wire is too thin, and it won't work if it's too thick. The People's Party lacks copper. Even if the cross-section of the cable core is only a tiny bit off in area, after accumulating thousands or tens of thousands of meters, it is also a huge consumption. Faced with this situation, Kong Zhang once volunteered to take on the work of the Base Area's measuring instrument factory. In less than two months, he obediently expressed that he couldn't do it. Just the material problem of thermal expansion and contraction made Kong Zhang confused. If the tolerance of the measuring tool differs by more than a few microns between winter and summer, this is a terrible problem. The People's Party's current technology simply cannot solve such problems. Seeing Chen Ke joking with Kong Zhang, You Gou and Qin Tongren also laughed.

Everyone understood industry, so they naturally knew this was just a joke. If the measurement level can't be achieved, it can't be achieved; it's useless to be anxious.

"Try to use electricity as power." Chen Ke made the final decision, but he still didn't want to let Kong Zhang off easily. "Electric Hegemon Kong, you shouted about building a power grid. In the blink of an eye, two or three years have passed. How is your construction going?"

Kong Zhang didn't lose his footing either. "Chairman Chen, last year we engaged in this city-level power transmission, and more than a dozen people died. Even if you force me, I still have this speed."

"I asked you to engage in city power transmission because I was afraid of the industrial power problem when expanding industrial production capacity on a large scale. How is your experimental data accumulation over these few years? How many problems have been discovered in power transmission under various seasons and climates?" Chen Ke was still not at ease.

"Wuhan basically has electricity. Repairs have gone from one or two hundred cases a day to fifty or sixty cases now. From a transformer exploding once every two days to a transformer exploding once a week. There is progress, there is progress," Kong Zhang replied.

Hua Xiongmao didn't meet Kong Zhang much. Hearing this terrible failure rate, he was greatly surprised in his heart. But seeing Kong Zhang speaking shameless words self-righteously, and Chen Ke listening seriously without looking angry, Hua Xiongmao was a bit confused. Is the power system really so unreliable?

"Today we are just having a briefing. Tomorrow I will give everyone an outline. Comrades, formulate your own needs according to the outline. There will be many meetings in the future. Be mentally prepared. Meeting adjourned now." Chen Ke issued the order.

In the evening, Chen Ke continued to play host and ate a meal with a group of old friends. Qiu Jin originally wanted to chat about family matters first to ease the atmosphere. But this effort had no effect. She could see that You Gou, Hua Xiongmao, and Wang Bin all had things on their minds. Even gathered together, everyone's thoughts were far from feelings of reminiscing about the past. The gathering broke up in such a muddled way.

When Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin returned to their residence and carefully closed the door, Xu Xilin said, "We came in vain this time. Wenqing seems enthusiastic, but actually, he doesn't take us seriously at all."

Qiu Jin didn't refute. At home, one relies on parents; outside, one relies on friends. The reason she hoped for this gathering was to make a final effort to see if Hua Xiongmao as a relative and You Gou as an old acquaintance could speak for the West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society out of sentiment. It could be seen at this gathering that Chen Ke was actually the one who attached the most importance to the West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. Hua Xiongmao and You Gou completely ignored the Guangfu Society.

Thinking of this, Qiu Jin couldn't help but complain, "What is the People's Party busy with every day? Where are there so many things to be busy with?"

Xu Xilin waved his hand. "We don't need to worry about these anymore. After we go back, we will tell the comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch that the People's Party is determined to carry out land reform. The friendship between our West Zhejiang Branch and the People's Party ends here."

Seeing Xu Xilin in a fit of anger, Qiu Jin couldn't help but persuade Xu Xilin again. "Bosun, when Wenqing talked about political stance, I think what he said was not unreasonable. If we divide according to what he said, the stance of many people in our West Zhejiang Branch is still on the side of the common people. We have already had a very unhappy falling out with Mr. Cai. Several Guangfu Society comrades staying in Hangzhou are shouting about driving us out of the Guangfu Society. If we start infighting ourselves, wouldn't we be making a joke of ourselves?"

"Those gentry also show no understanding for the revolution!" Xu Xilin's tone was also full of dissatisfaction.

Seeing that Xu Xilin's attitude had also softened, Qiu Jin continued, "Bosun, we might as well speak frankly with Wenqing. We came this time to ask him for advice on how to let both sides live in peace. Wenqing has many ideas. If we sincerely ask for advice, he should help us come up with an idea."

Xu Xilin couldn't think of any other way either. The West Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society was currently divided into two factions, fighting inextricably. Brothers who originally went through life and death together first argued, then quarreled. Especially regarding the People's Party's land reform, whether West Zhejiang should follow suit, and if they did, what policy to uphold. The Guangfu Society had recently reached a situation where the two sides could not coexist. Not to mention the land reform originally discussed was out of the question, even the consensus on rent and interest reduction originally reached had been fiercely shaken. Thinking that if he just slapped his butt and left in a heat of the moment now, he would still have to face these situations when he returned to West Zhejiang, Xu Xilin's attitude finally softened. He sighed, "Alas! It can only be so."
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Internal conflict in the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society forced Xu Xilin to seek a meeting with Chen Ke again, only to be given the cold shoulder. Staff told Xu Xilin that Chen Ke had no time recently. While apologizing, the staff member said he would inform Chen Ke of Xu Xilin's request. If Chen Ke found time, he would be notified immediately. In the meantime, Xu Xilin was asked to wait patiently.

This pomp and circumstance annoyed Xu Xilin greatly. When Chen Ke sought to meet Xu Xilin back then, he didn't have this kind of prestige. If Qiu Jin hadn't bought Chen Ke's watch back then, Chen Ke would have had trouble even affording a meal. But being under someone else's roof, Xu Xilin had to accept it.

While Xu Xilin was sulking, Chen Ke was negotiating the loan issue with the American representative. The US was willing to lend, and Chen Ke was willing to borrow. Thus an intent agreement was reached. Turning this intent into actionable content required more arduous and detailed negotiations. On the People's Party side, Chen Ke led the team initially, while a middle-aged man named Samuel Bush took over the subsequent negotiations for the American side.

Samuel Bush's background was quite deep; he was both the owner of a steel enterprise and a member of the Rockefeller financial group. In the negotiation of specific affairs, Samuel Bush demonstrated shrewdness and clear thinking.

The products the People's Party imported were mainly from the steel industry series, which happened to be Samuel Bush's forte. In his records, he recalled his impression of Chen Ke:

"The Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke, is a young man. Even as a politician, he still has a quite profound understanding of the steel industry. In some aspects, Chen Ke is more like a cautious and smart tycoon. He does not straightforwardly propose approval or opposition to anything, but cares significantly about the key details within. I followed his train of thought and found that this leader cares very much about how to obtain equipment as soon as possible and put it into operation. This point is my strength. After he cautiously expressed agreement with me, the content of our conversation turned to the repayment of the loan. Like those merchants with outstanding reputation and good conduct, Chairman Chen Ke never boasts about himself or the People's Party regime without reason. On the contrary, he has a worry about repaying on time, and tries to find a method that both sides can believe in. At this time, I proposed my own view."

Chen Ke frowned slightly after hearing Samuel Bush's question. Americans disliked the British. In the first twenty years of the twentieth century, the country the United States wanted to take out the most was probably Britain. So when talking about loan repayment, Samuel Bush proposed, "We don't like the British and the British lackeys." This statement needed careful consideration.

After his brain spun a few circles, Chen Ke asked: "I wonder how Washington actually views the relationship between Japan and Britain?"

Samuel Bush did not answer directly, but skillfully turned the topic to another issue, "As far as I know, your side's raw silk, whether in quality or supply, has a very good reputation in the American market. With raw silk trade as collateral, loan repayment has a reliable guarantee."

"Can Washington control which country raw silk is imported from?" Chen Ke was not too confident about this.

"If Congress can pass the document." Samuel Bush gave the answer.

The entire roadmap was not complex. Americans were hostile to the British and also loathed the British running dogs. As Britain's running dog in Asia, Japan naturally was not welcomed by Americans. Britain tried to hinder American trade in China, while the People's Party was America's largest trading partner in China. Samuel Bush hinted to Chen Ke that the US Congress would very likely pass a resolution beneficial to China in the raw silk trade.

Before China and Japan decided the leadership of East Asia, there was no room for compromise and cooperation; Chen Ke firmly believed this. Raw silk was Japan's most important export material at present, and the United States was the largest market for raw silk. Striking Japan was naturally best. However, Chen Ke did not quite believe the US Congress had such ability. But regardless, this was worth a try. Chen Ke asked: "There should be some key congressmen pushing this matter. What expression should I make to get these congressmen to support this type of resolution?"

"If your side can sign a petroleum trade agreement with us, there will be a considerable number of congressmen supporting such resolutions." Samuel Bush answered Chen Ke's question.

"In principle, I agree to this trade agreement." Chen Ke gave Samuel Bush a positive answer.

During the recess, You Gou was very puzzled by this inexplicable suggestion. She asked: "Why start from debt repayment, turn to raw silk trade, and after circling a big loop, actually land on petroleum? Why are the Yankees so troublesome?"

Chen Ke had to explain: "Currently in the Asian market, the British Asiatic Petroleum Company occupies the dominant position. The United States is currently the world's largest oil producer, yet the oil pricing power is monopolized by the London Exchange. The suggestion Samuel Bush proposed is to show the US Congress that this huge market of China will open to American oil enterprises. Since the oil between China and the US is calculated in US dollars, it is equivalent to breaking the British monopoly."

You Gou still didn't figure out this issue, but Wang Bin basically understood it. He asked: "Is what this Yankee said credible?"

"In international trade, don't mention such feeling-hurting words as trust." Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, Wang Bin laughed dryly a few times. He just wanted to very implicitly express opposition to Chen Ke agreeing to the oil contract with the US so easily, but he didn't expect it to be too implicit, so much so that Chen Ke didn't notice at all. Looking at it now, Chen Ke probably had long hoped for this kind of contract, only if the American side didn't mention it, Chen Ke wouldn't actively request this kind of business.

This kind of practice hadn't happened just once or twice. The comrades consistently hadn't figured out how Chen Ke judged in advance which businesses were truly useful to the People's Party. Facts proved that even if it looked dangerous in the early stage, Chen Ke could always grasp the business most beneficial to the People's Party. No matter if the foreign devils had glib tongues or used coercion and bribery, Chen Ke remained unmoved, steadfastly choosing cooperation projects according to the judgment he had made long ago. Wang Bin sincerely admired this ability to sit firmly on the fishing platform waiting for the fish to take the hook.

"Comrade Wang Bin, do you feel you can take over the subsequent negotiations?" Chen Ke asked.

"Still the negotiation line of waiting for the foreign devils to deliver themselves to the door, and us not demanding anything?" This line of thinking was almost the People's Party's negotiation mode.

"Correct." Chen Ke replied. He felt this era was a bit too lucky. The British realized the side effects of trade earliest, so they had the practice of arms embargo. But the technical barriers in these years were far less strict than in later generations, plus Chen Ke bluffed and cheated to make the foreign devils think the People's Party also had sufficient technical ability. So up to now, foreign merchants recommending various products to the People's Party emerged one after another. Chen Ke only needed to screen the merchants delivering themselves to the door based on the technology and economic development route he had seen in the downstream of history. This really saved too much effort. But there is a disadvantage to every advantage; this judgment ability was precisely what Chen Ke could not teach the comrades. He couldn't even bring out a reasonable explanation that could completely justify itself. If he explained forcibly, the result would probably be worse than not explaining. So at the present stage, Chen Ke could only not explain.

While Wang Bin negotiated, the National Defense Science and Industry Committee and the Military Commission held a joint meeting to discuss integrating industrial departments and formulating wartime control plans. Three days later, when the first draft of the integration outline was brought out, Wang Bin also agreed on a general loan idea with Samuel Bush.

This was a package plan. The US would lend 200 million US dollars to Chen Ke. Chen Ke would pay 15% in gold to the US at the gold price when the contract was reached. The rest would be mortgaged with raw silk trade. Samuel Bush would help Chen Ke contact some manufacturers to provide machinery and equipment to Chen Ke at preferential prices. At the same time, the People's Party reached a long-term oil supply contract with the US. The trade of this contract was not within this loan. Both sides would conduct separate negotiations. Moreover, the People's Party had to guarantee that within three years, this loan and any trade proceeds between the People's Party and the US would only be denominated in US dollars. The People's Party could not exchange US dollars for gold.

If other countries looked at it, the Americans made a big profit on this deal. In the current gold standard era, not being able to exchange US dollars for gold meant losing a considerable part of the currency's value. Fortunately, Chen Ke didn't care about this, and the People's Party comrades didn't have a deep enough understanding of the gold standard. Even if the comrades in the Central Committee felt uncomfortable, they still passed this agreement.

Sending away the American representative, Chen Ke finally had time to see Xu Xilin. Xu Xilin no longer hid anything this time and directly asked Chen Ke how to bridge the internal contradictions of the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society.

In the history Chen Ke had seen, political parties or individuals attempting to bridge class contradictions and take the third path were as numerous as the hairs on an ox. Anyway, Chen Ke had never seen any case of a so-called third path succeeding. No matter how wonderful the concept looked, it couldn't defeat the reality that "distribution is a zero-sum game". Facing Xu Xilin's distress, Chen Ke even felt somewhat sympathetic. He patiently explained to Xu Xilin for a long time, but Xu Xilin stubbornly believed that as long as each side took a step back, the sky would be wide.

"Brother Bosun, what exactly do you prepare to say to me? You might as well speak directly." Chen Ke forcibly interrupted the persuasion and education, asking straightforwardly.

In the conversation, Chen Ke realized he was a bit too naive. Those political forces in history that tried to take the third route all had a commonality: none of them genuinely wanted to solve the problem by their own strength. Whether taking the capitalist route or the socialist route, as long as the route was pure, they all relied on drinking their own blood to solve problems. Those taking the third path either had abundant natural resources or had external power assistance. As for West Zhejiang's natural resources, they could only be described as at most not starving to death. Since Xu Xilin stayed in the base area and didn't leave, the biggest possibility was that Xu Xilin hoped to get the People's Party's support.

Chen Ke being so straightforward made Xu Xilin feel a bit embarrassed instead. He hemmed and hawed for a while, finally drumming up the courage to say: "Wenqing, I want to borrow one million taels of silver from you."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

Xu Xilin was stunned, "And then? If we have money in the future, we will definitely repay."

Chen Ke didn't answer immediately; he felt very disappointed. The Xinhai Revolution was just this level. Even the Guangfu Society, which was considered relatively radical among the late Qing revolutionary parties, revealed its true colors by now. Letting this bunch of people solve problems by themselves was really beyond their ability. This was also helpless; these revolutionaries were born in the Manchu Qing era. They had neither seen the Party's arduous and extremely difficult, moving and tragic struggles in history, nor had they systematically received modern education like Chen Ke. Persisting until now in the face of cruel reality without tossing the common people about like the Kuomintang, at least the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society could be considered to have done their utmost.

But what surprised Chen Ke himself was that even though he recognized Xu Xilin's personal character, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of "lending money" to Xu Xilin. No matter what mentality the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society held, judging from their current performance, this bunch of guys had no future. This was no longer "lending money" but giving money. Giving money to Xu Xilin this time, what about next time? Could it be that he would continue to give?

The old saying goes, a peck of rice creates gratitude, a bushel creates hatred. Human mentality is just so strange. Since the Guangfu Society knew they definitely couldn't afford to pay back the People's Party's money, they probably wouldn't even have the minimum attitude of forgetting this matter. They would feel that the People's Party was wealthy and powerful, so lending money to the Guangfu Society was what should be done. If the People's Party didn't lend, the Guangfu Society would probably think the People's Party was "heartless because of wealth".

Perhaps Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's personal characters were indeed very good, but just as Chen Ke said to Wang Bin a few days ago, "Don't mention such feeling-hurting words as trust." The reason why old sayings are old sayings is because old sayings have been proven countless times. Chen Ke had no reason to use the blood and sweat money of the base area's common people to verify whether the old saying really made sense.

Just wanting to refuse directly, Chen Ke thought again and felt he couldn't do this. Historically, the Party paid great attention to methods in doing things. Scolding people away in a heated moment, the Party would definitely not do such a thing. Thinking of this, Chen Ke said seriously: "Brother Bosun, every decision of our People's Party must be discussed through the Party Committee meeting. I cannot make the decision on this matter alone. How about this, I will propose this matter to the Party Committee when convening the party meeting. Whatever result is discussed at the party meeting, I will do."

"Wenqing, your word carries enormous weight in the People's Party. How come you think of the Party Committee on this matter?" Xu Xilin sneered.

Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to say so much. He just answered simply: "The People's Party was indeed initiated by me, and the Party Constitution that everything must be discussed by the Party Committee was also formulated under my lead. So I myself must abide by the rules I set."

Upon hearing Xu Xilin's request for 1 million taels of silver, everyone in the Party Central Committee showed quite unfriendly expressions. Fortunately, Chen Ke had communicated with Hua Xiongmao before the meeting, so when the comrades' gazes focused on Hua Xiongmao's face, he could also maintain calm.

"This matter absolutely won't do." Lu Huitian immediately stated his position.

"If we don't give a penny, it equals tearing off the face with the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society. Whatever the case, let's not make it so we are surrounded by enemies on all sides." Zhang Yu supported giving a little.

"According to what Chairman Chen said, the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society actually wants to bridge class contradictions. This is too imaginative, isn't it?" You Gou laughed.

"I feel compared to other forces, our People's Party unswervingly following the class struggle line is what's truly imaginative. This is a revolutionary road never before taken by ancients." Hua Xiongmao smiled bitterly.

"Then what do we do? Do we give a little or give nothing at all?" Chen Ke asked.

"At most twenty thousand silver dollars. This is my bottom line. If it exceeds this number, I will cast an opposing vote." Lu Huitian said unceremoniously.

"Then let's make it fifteen thousand." Zhang Yu spoke up.

No one opposed the number Zhang Yu proposed. Chen Ke thought the proposal would pass just like this. But he saw You Gou raise her hand requesting to speak. After obtaining consent, You Gou said: "Let Comrade Hua Xiongmao go to send the money. There is no need for Chairman Chen to show his face."

Everyone at the meeting felt this suggestion was good. Since Xu Xilin thought the People's Party should be close to the West Zhejiang branch of the Guangfu Society, then the most suitable candidate to send money was none other than Hua Xiongmao. Everyone looked at Hua Xiongmao, waiting for him to speak.

"I'll go. I will tell him just this once." Hua Xiongmao looked at everyone and said seriously.

You Gou waved her hand, "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, you don't need to say anything. Mr. Xu and Sister Qiu are both smart people. You sending the money personally, they will naturally know what is going on."

"I think what Comrade You Gou said is very right. Just sending the money is enough. If you feel it's hard on your face, you don't say a single word. Anyway, a peck of rice creates gratitude, a bushel creates hatred. After giving them this money, just wait for them to hate us." Zhang Yu was completely open-minded about it.

Seeing Hua Xiongmao's face full of helplessness, Zhang Yu turned to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, these revolutionaries you mentioned just now, is this as far as they go?"

Chen Ke answered: "If the international environment can give them time, they might still have a chance to develop slowly. Now the international environment doesn't leave time for China. To save China, we have to rely on the people's revolution to sweep away all demons and monsters. Those who can't keep up with the situation are destined to have no future. Those obstructing the revolution are destined to end up like a mantis trying to stop a chariot. As the vanguard of the broad working people, our People's Party doesn't need to consider their thoughts."

"Then I'll ask another question. Chairman Chen, in the future war between us and Beiyang, which side do you think these forces will actually stand on?" Zhang Yu pursued.

"So this time we still decided to support the Guangfu Society with money. As for how the Guangfu Society itself chooses, that is their business. Heaven wants to rain, mother wants to remarry. Let them be." Chen Ke gave the final reply on this issue.

Seeing the comrades nodding in agreement one after another, Chen Ke changed the topic. "There are quite a few Japanese comrades in our party. Before, we didn't pay too much attention to the Japanese comrades' views on the Japanese revolution. But the vast majority of these Japanese comrades hope to complete the Chinese revolution and then push the revolution into Japan, completing Japan's own revolution. I want to gather the Japanese comrades in the near future to see what they actually plan. On this matter, we can also unify our thinking. After all, the Japan issue will have to be solved in the future. This future won't even be too far away."

"Why?" Lu Huitian asked.

Chen Ke repeated the suggestion of the American representative Samuel Bush, "Japan's current economic situation is very bad. If raw silk exports suffer another blow, it's hard to guarantee Japan won't take risks and do something. At that time, the Japanese comrades in our People's Party will be very important. After all, if we go to war with Japan, at most we can inflict heavy damage on Japan. We don't have a navy and cannot attack the Japanese mainland. If the war ends, the Japanese ruling class's vitality will be greatly damaged. They will inevitably squeeze the Japanese domestic people even more ferociously. This must be understood clearly by the Japanese comrades. After all, it is their parent country, and after all, those suffering are the compatriots of these Japanese comrades. Whether they put Japan's interests first or the interest of the People's Party liberating all of China first, I hope the Japanese comrades in the party can think it through in advance."

"Is this considered a loyalty review?" You Gou asked.

"No, no, no," Chen Ke hurriedly expressed opposition to this speech with a heavy flavor of questioning. "These Japanese comrades have always been very loyal to the People's Party. The key lies in that these Japanese comrades have morals and sentiments; they are also bound to be loyal to the Japanese people. In a situation where both cannot be satisfied, everyone will have pain and struggle in their hearts. I feel the earlier they have mental preparation, the better."

This proposal was also passed.

Chen Ke indeed had this intention for a long time. Secondly, the appearance of this Japanese comrade Miyazaki Toten also interested Chen Ke. Since the Party Committee's consent was obtained, everyone went about their own business. Hua Xiongmao went to send money, and Chen Ke ordered someone to invite Miyazaki Toten to his office.

Miyazaki Toten was not tall. If he were tall enough, combined with that face full of beard, he would look very much like the image of Lu Zhishen in Chen Ke's mind. He was already over forty years old at this time. Quietly listening to Chen Ke's outspoken inquiry, Miyazaki Toten said clearly: "Chairman Chen, I set my ambition when I was 17. The current world is a battlefield where the weak are the prey of the strong. The strong behave violently, day by day, and the rights and freedoms of the weak are lost completely day by day. If one values human rights and respects freedom, one must quickly plan a strategy for recovery. If we don't try to prevent it now, the yellow race will be oppressed by the white race forever. And the turning point of this fate actually lies in the rise and fall of China. So I decided to personally go deep into China, visit heroes everywhere, and lobby them to plan great things together. If I find a hero capable of governing the world, I am willing to offer my service like a dog or horse. Otherwise, I will step forward myself, recruit heroes, and establish a foundation that upholds Heaven's will and establishes the righteous path. If China can be revived and extend great righteousness to the world, then India can rise, Siam and Annam can struggle up, and the Philippines and Egypt can also be saved. Widely restore human rights and establish a new era on earth."

Hearing these words from Miyazaki Toten, Chen Ke was really startled. This 42-year-old Japanese middle-aged uncle had this plan 25 years ago. Regardless of his ability, just this insight was very extraordinary. Thinking of this, Chen Ke's tone also became much more solemn, "Comrade Miyazaki, if China and Japan go to war, and the life of the Japanese people becomes even more destitute after the war, what would you think? You know, the endurance spirit of the Japanese people is really strong. If many measures of the Japanese ruling class were put in China, it would have long been a situation of beacon fires everywhere. Moreover, before China and Japan decide who leads the East Asian situation, the Japanese people will suffer more bitterness. As a Chinese, I can certainly push this problem to the Japanese government and the Japanese people. I can say with a clear conscience that this is the enemy country's problem and naturally must be solved by the enemy country itself. But I cannot ask the Japanese comrades to think this way. I wonder how Comrade Miyazaki views this matter."

Miyazaki Toten looked at Chen Ke seriously and said after a long time: "Chairman Chen, you are a great hero I have never seen before. After contacting the people's revolution, I finally determined that the Japanese revolution is unlikely to erupt from within. It must be intervened by a powerful external force, or even conquered militarily to work. So before China thoroughly leads the East Asian situation and thoroughly overthrows the Japanese reactionary government, I naturally remain completely loyal to the Chinese revolution promoted by the People's Party. However, what I want to know is, after you lead the People's Party to seize the victory of the Chinese revolution and lead the Japanese situation, what kind of new world do you actually want to build? What kind of relationship will countries like China and Japan have in your future new order? I would like to ask you to tell me clearly."

PS: Double update today. The next chapter will be released at 12:00 noon tomorrow. Book friends accustomed to waiting for updates at night, please pay attention to rest.
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Given Chen Ke's age, he harbored a strong hostility toward Japan. Although he read Japanese manga, watched new anime releases, and downloaded Japanese adult videos, the overall aversion triggered by historical issues and the natural antagonism arising from Sino-Japanese competition often allowed his personal emotions to affect his considerations for the country. Moreover, the competition between China and Japan had lasted for a century. It wasn't until 2011 that China's GDP surpassed Japan's. Military power capable of forcing the United States not to intervene, and then exerting more effective pressure on Japan, came even later. Hearing Miyazaki Toten ask about his vision for the future new order, Chen Ke was momentarily at a loss for words.

However, refusing to answer was not realistic, because Miyazaki Toten was a Japanese Pan-Asianist Chen Ke had never met before. In fact, most of the Japanese who believed in establishing a new Asian order led by China had died out long before Chen Ke was born. Seeing such a steadfast one with his own eyes, Chen Ke was caught off guard. Fortunately, he had recited the mandatory political exam questions many times. He spoke slowly: "The future new order will be a grand alliance of socialist countries. No, it doesn't even have to be socialist countries, nor does it have to be in the form of an alliance. Every country should have the right to choose its own destiny and path. Nations should respect each other's sovereignty and territorial integrity, refrain from mutual aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. This is the new order I hope to establish."

"You mean Chairman Chen believes that the future China and Japan should be equal nations? Even if China liberates Japan, Japan's independent status should be restored?" Miyazaki Toten asked in some surprise.

"Not only equal to each other, but we also respect the choice of the Japanese people. Of course, the premise is that the Japanese people are no longer manipulated and fooled by the current ruling class. The liberated Japanese people will decide what kind of political system the People's Japan should establish. I don't believe that coercion is needed between nations. Where there is oppression, there is resistance. The eyes of the people are discerning. No matter how clever the political maneuvering, once the class stance is determined, the actions of the exploiters will be seen through by the people in their repeated violations of the people's rights. On this point, I have always believed in the people," Chen Ke replied.

Miyazaki Toten had thought Chen Ke wanted to establish a new order where China was completely dominant, just without the naked oppression of imperialism. But he didn't expect Chen Ke's vision to be so vastly different. Great powers respecting the choices of small nations, strong nations respecting the status of weak ones—this was something that only existed in ideals. Miyazaki Toten was forty-two years old; he was no longer the seventeen-year-old youth full of absolute justice and axioms. But hearing such long-lost justice from Chen Ke's mouth, he couldn't help but be moved. Fearing that Chen Ke was just speaking off the cuff, Miyazaki Toten quickly followed up, "Chairman Chen, how do you plan to realize such an ideal?"

"Between nations, regardless of size or strength, there must be mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. These are the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence." Speaking of this, Chen Ke was naturally very familiar with it. The explanation of this issue in political textbooks was quite perfect; there was no stinginess fearing loss, nor the foolishness of pretending to be generous with empty promises. Most importantly, if Chen Ke got the content wrong, the teacher grading the exam wouldn't give him any points.

Hearing this highly operational answer, Miyazaki Toten knew that the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" was completely different from the naked law of the jungle of the current international order. If this were really implemented, disputes between nations would be handled within a controllable range.

Even if his initial worries hadn't completely vanished, Miyazaki Toten already believed that Chen Ke was not an imperialist. He hadn't been in the base area for long, and he hadn't completely forgotten many Japanese habits. Miyazaki Toten placed his hands on his knees, straightened his back, and bowed respectfully to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, please allow me to be of service to you."

"The interests between nations most easily blind people's minds. Even if the border line might not be visible to the naked eye, the border line in the heart might be higher than the sky. 'What do the people of an enemy country have to do with me?' This is the most common thought. If Comrade Miyazaki continues to work with us in the People's Party and encounters unacceptable issues, please explain it to face-to-face according to the People's Party's system. Because even the systems we set ourselves may deviate from the original intentions for one reason or another," Chen Ke said seriously to Miyazaki Toten. While these words were for Miyazaki Toten to hear, Chen Ke was also warning himself not to deviate from the foreign policy established by the Party. After all, when New China was contained by Europe and America, it was relying on this policy that China forged deep friendships with many countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

"Hai!" Miyazaki Toten bowed his head deeply again.

Chen Ke quickly stepped forward and held Miyazaki Toten's shoulders. "Comrade Miyazaki, don't use such etiquette. Since you are in the People's Party, even if we are excited, we only shake hands. Everyone is equal. If you do this, I can't help but want to bow to you too."

As soon as he said this, Miyazaki Toten excitedly grabbed Chen Ke's hand. "With China's 400 prefectures, only such a great country could produce a hero with a heart like Chairman Chen's. I only hope that the Chinese revolution succeeds soon and liberates Japan as early as possible."

After waiting for Miyazaki Toten's excitement to pass, Chen Ke was able to smoothly ask about the situation of Japanese socialists. Miyazaki Toten smiled bitterly, "The Japanese government views socialists as a scourge. Anyone who dares to attempt to shake the Japanese order, the Japanese government will do its utmost to slaughter. The Sekihōtai in the Boshin War were executed. After the Meiji Restoration, rice riots continued in Japan, and the government was particularly guarded against and suppressed socialists. In the High Treason Incident, Kōtoku Shūsui and other patriots were brutally killed. Many socialists were imprisoned. Those who publicly advocated socialism were almost wiped out, and progressives are all in danger. I am untalented, but I heard I was also listed as a Class A socialist by the Japanese government and suffered from surveillance. I barely managed to get from Japan to China two years ago. As far as the current situation in Japan is concerned, socialists have no influence, let alone any organization. Therefore, I strongly agree with Chairman Chen's statement that to promote socialist revolution in Japan, it must be forced in from the outside."

With Miyazaki Toten's account, coupled with the People's Party's investigation summary, Chen Ke could finally determine why Japan had never been able to break out in a socialist revolution. When reading history books back then, after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, the Japanese side actually proposed to Chiang Kai-shek to form an "Anti-Communist Alliance." At the time, Chen Ke completely couldn't understand why the Japanese devils invading China would come up with such a stupid rhetoric. Now it seemed that the Japanese side was genuinely anti-communist. As early as the beginning of the twentieth century, anti-communism was basically a consistent policy of the Japanese authorities. It wasn't that Japan only had anti-communist thoughts after the establishment of the Soviet Union. Nor was it that Japan deliberately proposed an anti-communist stance to crack down on the Party established in 1921.

Having determined this issue, Chen Ke said: "Comrade Miyazaki, I plan to talk about the position issue with the Japanese comrades in the People's Party recently. At that time, I will need Comrade Miyazaki and other comrades to communicate seriously. Our People's Party does not engage in coercion. If these comrades are unwilling to stand on China's side in terms of national interests, we will absolutely not purge or suppress them. I only hope that the Japanese comrades can tell the truth. Those who have different paths cannot plan together. If they don't want to see future Sino-Japanese disputes or even war, everyone can part on good terms. Comrade Miyazaki needs to participate more in this ideological work."

Not purging or suppressing was one thing, but Miyazaki Toten didn't expect Chen Ke to implement a policy of parting on good terms for comrades who chose to leave. He asked in surprise: "Is Chairman Chen not afraid that after the Japanese comrades leave, they will leak the internal situation of the People's Party to the Japanese government or other political forces?"

Chen Ke shook his head slightly. "We, the People's Party, have nothing to hide. It is a people's revolution; we are not afraid of the people knowing the People's Party's platform and policies. We even very much hope that the people can fully understand them. It is easy to understand these things; even without internal comrades leaking them, intelligence personnel can be very clear about them after living in the base area for a year or so."

"That is excellent." Miyazaki Toten nodded repeatedly. "Chairman Chen, I have another matter. I wonder if Chairman Chen has contacted Korean revolutionary patriots?"

"Korean revolutionary patriots?" Chen Ke found Miyazaki Toten's topic quite unexpected.

"Yes, Korean patriots." Miyazaki Toten nodded heavily. "I once had contact with the Korean Gaehwa Party (Enlightenment Party). However, after the Gapsin Coup launched by the Gaehwa Party failed, they scattered. Japan won the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, monopolizing Korea. Three years ago, after the signing of the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty, Korea perished. The Gaehwa Party finally realized they had chosen the wrong path back then. A group of them ran around for the restoration of their country and even once wanted to seek Yuan Shikai's support. But Yuan Shikai didn't want to offend the Japanese government, and plus many of these patriots had once been enemies with Yuan Shikai, so he ignored them completely. The Sino-Japanese war started with Korea, and the outcome will definitely be decided in Korea in the future. If Chairman Chen is interested, I can help contact the Korean restoration patriots."

Up to now, no Korean patriots had come to find the People's Party. Hearing that Miyazaki Toten was willing to act as a liaison, Chen Ke agreed immediately.

After discussing external issues, Chen Ke felt very relaxed. In the future War of Liberation, Japan's movements would greatly affect the process of the war. If preparations were made as early as possible, there would be at least more choices.

However, this relaxation didn't last long. In March, not long after the Lantern Festival, Sir Humphrey requested to see Chen Ke again. As soon as they met, Sir Humphrey, with a gloomy face, demanded Chen Ke explain why he signed a loan agreement with the United States.

"We'll sign a loan agreement with whoever the f*ck we want." Chen Ke really wanted to shout this at Sir Humphrey, but this was obviously inappropriate. Suppressing his dissatisfaction, Chen Ke said calmly: "We need this loan agreement, so we reached an intention with the American side. And the most important thing is..."

Chen Ke paused slightly here, picked up his teacup, and took a sip. Sir Humphrey stared at Chen Ke's face, waiting for Chen Ke to state the most important key point.

Putting down the teacup, Chen Ke said seriously: "The most important thing is that American goods are cheaper than British goods."

Sir Humphrey never expected Chen Ke to propose such a "most important reason." His expression froze on his face for an instant, and it took a good while to return to normal. Sir Humphrey said with extreme dissatisfaction: "As the old Chinese saying goes, 'you get what you pay for'; cheap goods are not good. The quality and lifespan of American equipment are inferior to similar products from our Britain."

"But American goods are nearly half the price of British goods, and their performance is at least 80% of Britain's. The cost-performance ratio is high," Chen Ke explained. The translator didn't understand the term "cost-performance ratio" (xingjiabi) and couldn't translate it. Chen Ke had to find a piece of paper and list the formula for cost-performance ratio. Only then was this translation problem solved.

"Sir Humphrey, if the mechanical equipment provided by the British side maintains the quality of the equipment we have purchased before, and the price and installation and commissioning services can be the same as the United States', and if the British government is willing to reach a series of agreements with us, we would certainly be willing to reach such a trade agreement with Britain. The reason is simple: if there were such conditions, the cost-performance ratio of British goods would be higher than that of the United States. We have no partiality toward the US government, but business is business." Chen Ke sincerely explained the People's Party's reasons to Sir Humphrey.

For Britain, which currently held global hegemony, business was not just pure business, but concerned Britain's dominance in various fields. Britain had already learned that, with only a listing ceremony remaining, the Federal Reserve, which was actually already in operation, had decided under the lead of several major US financial groups to provide a huge loan to the People's Party. The specific amount of this loan actually reached 200 million US dollars, and the Federal Reserve was even prepared to provide another 200 million dollars in backup loans to the People's Party.

Britain was much better than the People's Party at probing US inside information. There was also inside information showing that a considerable number of people in the US had chosen the flourishing People's Party government between the Beiyang central government and the People's Party local government. The original "Bethlehem Contract" signed between the US and the Manchu Qing government was negotiated with the Beiyang government by the US side after the fall of the Qing. Beiyang was poor as a church mouse, and both the US government and Congress believed that giving money to Yuan Shikai was simply throwing meat buns at a dog—gone forever. Currently, someone had already suggested signing the "Bethlehem Contract" with the People's Party.

The purpose of the "Bethlehem Contract" was for the US to provide special funds for naval construction to China at a very favorable price to strengthen the Chinese navy and deal with the Japanese navy, which was quite strong in East Asia. Japan was Britain's thug in East Asia, and the US was obviously trying to undermine this. If the "Bethlehem Contract" were signed with Yuan Shikai, Britain really wouldn't care. The Yuan Shikai government posed no threat. But the People's Party was vigorous and developing rapidly. If the US signed this contract with the People's Party, given time, the People's Party might really be able to build a maritime force that deterred the Japanese navy. Once China and the US joined hands to deal with Britain and Japan, that would be more of a headache than Germany's Pacific Fleet.

However, reaching comprehensive cooperation with the People's Party was still only the opinion of a minority in the US, and Britain couldn't be sure what the final outcome would be. But the posture of the People's Party rapidly approaching the US still filled Britain with vigilance. If a telegram were sent to Chen Ke, Chen Ke could pretend that no such thing happened. It was impossible for a local consul to ask to see Chen Ke. As a last resort, Sir Humphrey came personally to meet with Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke actually use purely commercial reasons to put him off, Sir Humphrey said in a slightly threatening tone: "If your side accepts the US loan, it will break the balance in China. Therefore, we on the British side do not suggest that the People's Party make such a rash decision."

"Hehe!" Chen Ke laughed dryly twice. "Does Sir Humphrey think we will reduce trade with Britain because of debt repayment? Since we guarantee to implement trade balance, we will absolutely not stick to our promise. We will absolutely not use the money earned from the British to pay back the Americans' debt; please be completely assured of this."

"I am not talking about trade balance; I am referring to the fact that your actions will break the current political balance," Sir Humphrey replied grumpily.

"Doing business can break the political balance? Sir Humphrey, you must be joking," Chen Ke began to play dumb.

Sir Humphrey didn't want to joke. He said seriously: "Mr. Chen Ke, I personally think you are getting too close to the American side. This will cause many unnecessary misunderstandings. I hope you can treat this matter with caution. Don't let temporary benefits turn your head."

"Hehe," Chen Ke laughed helplessly. "Sir Humphrey, our People's Party is very poor. Right now, we wish we could split one penny into two to spend. You say we are blinded by benefits, but ambition is short when one is poor. American goods are so cheap, and the American side has also proposed loan conditions we can't refuse. We really cannot refuse. If you don't want us to get so close to the US, then please ask the British side to provide us with loans and trade agreements more favorable than those of the US. If that day comes, please rest assured, we will definitely abandon the US without hesitation and sign such contracts with Britain."

Facing Chen Ke, who revealed the face of a treacherous villain, Sir Humphrey had no countermeasures for a moment. Chen Ke was showing that his agreement with the US had no political purpose and was purely driven by economic interests. Sir Humphrey had wanted to simply set a trap first, pretending to sign an intentional agreement with the People's Party to ruin this loan and business deal first. But he immediately recalled that the British had done this several times before, and the results were all seen through by the People's Party. The People's Party officials negotiating with the British were all shameless characters. They insisted that the British transport the equipment to China and complete the installation and commissioning earlier than the US, and then the People's Party would naturally tear up the contract with the US.

Since it was a scam, the British naturally couldn't do this. They had to watch the Americans transport the equipment to the base area and install and debug it at an amazing speed. Once these devices were running normally, the British themselves couldn't bring up those scams to snatch the contract. Since the People's Party was as rogue as the Yankees, deceptive methods would probably be useless.

Sir Humphrey educated Chen Ke earnestly: "Mr. Chen, I still hope you can view this matter rationally. You must know that China has gained peace with great difficulty. The current situation in China is in the interest of all countries and also in the interest of the People's Party. If this balance of peace is easily broken, I think it is irresponsible."

Chen Ke cursed in his heart after hearing this, but on his face, he looked even more sincere and helpless. "We are really extremely short of money right now. Various factories need equipment. If the factories don't start work quickly, the huge unemployed population will rebel. With our meager family fortune, we can only take this opportunity to buy cheap goods. We very much want to maintain a good relationship with Britain. Even if we sign this loan agreement, we can guarantee that we will absolutely not stand on the Americans' side. However, we also hope that the British side can understand our difficulties. If we can't even sustain ourselves, wouldn't the current balance also be broken? Moreover, everything right now is just an agreement, things on paper. According to a Chinese saying, this is called 'the eight character hasn't even had the first stroke written yet' (nothing is official yet). The Americans probably won't lend to us yet. Speaking of which, Sir Humphrey, you came to find me in such a hurry; did you get some inside information?"

Sir Humphrey was completely in despair over Chen Ke's stubbornness. It was even more impossible for him to tell Chen Ke the inside information the British had heard. He shook his head, "We also just heard some news. We can't control what those Yankees will do." Because of his annoyance, Sir Humphrey couldn't help but use a rather impolite term for Americans.

Chen Ke pretended not to know and said sincerely: "Sir Humphrey, if you have any latest internal news on this matter, please be sure to tell us. Fearful that the Americans would make things difficult for us, I even put on airs. Thinking back now, I'm a little scared. Americans are petty; I hope they don't hold a grudge against me."

"I see," Sir Humphrey responded coldly and rose to leave. On the way to the Wuhan Consulate, Sir Humphrey felt that perhaps he should notify home and let them think of a way to create some rumors between Chen Ke and the Americans. If the fortress couldn't be breached from the outside, then breach it from the inside. In military attacks on fortresses, rumors were always a method preferred by military generals. Many times, the effect of rumors was even more effective than real swords and guns.

However, Sir Humphrey didn't immerse himself in this dark imagination. He analyzed the current situation slightly. Since the People's Party might get a loan from the US, Britain's policy toward China couldn't continue to waver like this. Since Chen Ke refused to sign the treaty and refused to actively take refuge with Britain, in order to maintain the balance in China, even if Yuan Shikai was a bastard, he was Britain's first choice. Moreover, judging from Yuan Shikai's performance, what he lacked most right now was money. After providing Yuan Shikai with a certain amount of aid, Beiyang might not necessarily be unable to rival the People's Party.

Turning his head back to look in the direction of the People's Party Hunan Provincial Committee, Sir Humphrey cursed viciously in his heart: "Chen Ke, you asked for all of this."

Lu Huitian, who participated in the negotiation, really admired Chen Ke's almost ruffian-like straightforwardness, while Zhang Yu, who also sat in, praised it greatly. When it was time to tell the truth, Chen Ke didn't mention a single lie. As for the parts where he should tell lies, Chen Ke spoke even more sincerely than the truth. Anyway, throughout the meeting, what Chen Ke emphasized was development; it was impossible for anyone to associate it with the fact that the People's Party had currently entered a stage of intense war preparation.

"Chairman Chen, what if the British side spreads rumors unfavorable to us?" Lu Huitian was a little worried.

"Rumors are rumors because some people believe them in the first place. After hearing rumors from others, they will think this is the truth. Americans may not necessarily disbelieve British rumors, but Americans firmly believe that the British are enemies. If they judge that the result of the rumors is beneficial to the British, Americans may not necessarily persist in believing them. At this time, if investigation reveals that they are indeed rumors, Americans will no longer believe anything the British say. Even if the British tell the truth, the Americans won't believe it. So whether the British spread rumors is no longer important. The key is the Americans' attitude."

Chen Ke explained the current situation when he didn't look happy at all.

"What other moves will the British have?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I'm afraid the British will start arming Yuan Shikai, and the scale of the war will become larger and larger," Chen Ke said helplessly.

Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu had actually already thought of this result. Even if the base area was booming, its industrial strength was far from being a match for the British. Beiyang was not a straw bag; even if surrounded, it wouldn't collapse immediately. They could still fight desperately with guns and cannons. Facing a stubborn enemy, the People's Party would pay a price no matter what, perhaps even a considerable price.

The People's Party's strength might increase, but Yuan Shikai's strength would also increase, perhaps even at a faster speed than the People's Party. Thinking of such a future, Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu couldn't be happy no matter what.
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Diplomatic personnel came and went quickly. After March 1913, Wuhan, once a destination for Asian diplomats, quieted down. British threats and American suggestions seemed to vanish as if they had never happened. Chen Ke didn't care about this at all; the history of New China proved one thing: as long as China could solve its own problems, the foreigners would come knocking on their own accord.

Even without American loans, the price of American machinery plummeted during the economic crisis. With no way to sell factory products and bankruptcy looming, who cared about price? Wang Bin had already set off for the United States, and the People's Party's trade department in the US was receiving dozens, sometimes hundreds, of American equipment suppliers every day. A brutal price-cutting war was waged among merchants, their only goal to quickly offload the equipment in their hands. The People's Party representatives were frightened by this aggressive situation and urgently cabled the base area, hoping Wang Bin would hurry to the US to take charge.

The comrades of the National Defense Science and Industry Commission (NDSIC) were naturally jubilant. Given the current situation, the many equipment shortages facing the base area should be greatly alleviated. But Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on them right from the start.

"What are the basic elements of an industrial system?" Chen Ke asked. Over the years, the comrades of the NDSIC had gradually come to realize how cruel the "exam-oriented education" Chen Ke had undergone was. Mainstream private schools in Europe and America were all exam-oriented; whether students understood was not the issue, whether they could recite it was another matter.

You Gou had excellent grades, and she immediately answered, "Manpower, logistics, supporting facilities, organization."

Chen Ke nodded heavily. "Very good. Let's talk about manpower first. With so much equipment coming in, do we have enough manpower to operate it? And regarding logistics, can we satisfy the raw material requirements for this equipment?"

The comrades of the NDSIC fell silent. These problems had once tortured the NDSIC to the point where they wished they were dead.

"Comrades, there is no need to worry. The American goods are piled up there; the equipment isn't going anywhere. It will be shipped to us sooner or later. If I were to demand that steel production be increased to 1.2 million tons within three years now... the moment I left, you would immediately call the schools and the army without a second thought. You don't have enough people right now. Manpower, especially the number of laborers who have received an education and can meet factory requirements, is insufficient. This is already the biggest bottleneck restricting our work."

The People's Party had been committed to promoting compulsory education since the establishment of the Fengtai Base Area. Most comrades had supported Chen Ke's decision in the initial stages based on a moral perspective. With the development of the industrial sector, the role of compulsory education for the labor force became increasingly obvious. The base area now graduated over 50,000 middle school students annually, and various departments snatched these children up in the blink of an eye. They only complained about having too few people, never too many.

"Chairman Chen, you vowed to liberate women, yet the number of female teachers has not seen a significant increase. Can you explain the reason for this?" You Gou asked.

At the mention of this issue, Chen Ke became quite annoyed. His understanding of the rural situation was insufficient, and the People's Party had made significant deviations in their judgment of rural conditions. The low status of women in this era was something Chen Ke had not previously imagined. The concept that women were not treated as people with equal status to men, but rather as family property, was deeply ingrained.

The Party Secretary of the NDSIC was You Gou, meaning she stood above many men. But in reality, simply because of her female identity, there were people who wanted to unseat her. This rectification movement specifically emphasized the issue of gender equality. If other discussions were considered intense, discussions on gender equality were rare. Chen Ke knew the reason: men's positions on neglecting women were relatively consistent. So no one wanted to discuss this issue.

Hearing You Gou fiercely criticize the lack of female education leading to a shortage of female labor, and seeing that no other comrades in the NDSIC said a word, Chen Ke couldn't help but feel surprised. He replied, "I will go back and study this issue."

Upon returning, Chen Ke ordered the Ministry of Education's statistical data to be brought to him. A single read confirmed that the problem You Gou raised was indeed quite obvious. Primary school education, which had implemented compulsory education, had a very high enrollment rate. Some old base areas in the plains even reached 100%. After all, primary schools provided meals, and the enrollment age was seven, not yet the age for labor, so such a high enrollment rate was not surprising. But opening the middle school enrollment gender ratio, Chen Ke was stunned. The male-to-female ratio in middle schools reached an astonishing 10:1. You Gou said the number of female teachers hadn't increased; without many female students, where would so many female teachers come from?

Chen Ke called his secretary. "Have the Statistics Bureau summarize a portion of the charts regarding enrollment gender ratios by region."

"By what unit? County, township, or village?" the secretary asked.

"By county," Chen Ke said, his tone full of anger. Women's liberation, women's liberation. After years of liberation, this was the result. In *A Madman's Diary*, Lu Xun had shouted "Save the children." If girls couldn't go to middle school and couldn't engage in more social labor, how would they view women's liberation? Thinking of this, Chen Ke added, "Compile a statistic on the employment ratio within state-owned enterprises in each county as well!"

The Statistics Bureau had abundant data and submitted a statistical report on the third day. After reading it, Chen Ke slammed the data hard onto the table. Even that didn't vent his anger, so he pounded it a few more times with his fist. The secretary saw how furious Chen Ke was, but still said with professional duty, "Chairman Chen, the meeting is about to start." Yet, there was fear in his voice.

"Bring these materials along," Chen Ke said, pointing at the pile of statistical data.

At the Central Committee meeting, Chen Ke first showed the statistical data to the comrades. Some comrades hadn't paid much attention to education issues before and were beaming with joy seeing that most children had received primary school compulsory education. Some comrades, seeing Chen Ke's gloomy face, deliberately scrutinized the data a few times but couldn't spot the problem.

"Chairman Chen, the establishment of compulsory school education is long-term work; it can't be rushed," Lu Huitian advised.

"I know it can't be rushed. I know even better how much money and manpower it takes to build this system," Chen Ke said seriously. "But I have a question. Why is the female enrollment ratio so low starting from middle school?"

Now the comrades understood what Chen Ke was angry about. Everyone looked at the data again, and everyone's expression changed.

"Among the several basic programs of our People's Party, promoting gender equality is one of them. Now, I don't want to criticize anyone, especially not the comrades in the Education Department. The comrades in the Education Department deserve praise for submitting this data realistically. These figures let us see the facts clearly. I haven't said this before, and everyone has absolutely never made such a mistake. So I'm not targeting anyone, but I must say this upfront. If anyone dares to falsify statistical data to muddle through or fabricate achievements, that is absolutely unacceptable and must be severely punished."

Chen Ke's anger was very rare. Among the attending Central Committee members, it wasn't that no one felt the statistics were too honest and thought perhaps they should have been embellished a bit. But hearing Chen Ke's words, these representatives felt a chill in their hearts.

Regardless of what these comrades thought, Chen Ke didn't have time to observe closely. He suppressed his anger and said, "I know that liberating women, promoting gender equality, and protecting the rights and interests of women and children will inevitably trigger significant conflicts. To fully implement such policies takes time and, even more, a good environment. So when formulating relevant policies, we indeed had certain reservations. Now we are facing war, and the biggest fear is the outbreak of internal conflicts. It would be best to implement such policies after unifying the whole country. However, after seeing this statistical data, I feel it is necessary to reflect and adjust. So let's discuss it."

The comrades of the Central Committee hadn't expected Chen Ke to raise such a topic. Everyone could understand gender equality based on labor equality and tried their best to maintain this equality. But gender equality in education had never been within everyone's scope of consideration. Looking at this sudden data, many comrades failed to even understand the problem. All eyes fell on the face of Minister of Education Feng Shengxi.

Feng Shengxi was the newly promoted Minister of Education. Previously, education was managed by Yan Fu, and later temporarily transferred to Feng Xu. Now Feng Shengxi had taken over for less than half a year. Although Chen Ke had stated he was definitely not criticizing the comrades of the Ministry of Education, being watched by so many people, Feng Shengxi couldn't help but feel uneasy.

"This has nothing to do with Comrade Feng Shengxi. This is the government's work; the Ministry of Education can't forcibly drag people to school," Chen Ke quickly relieved Feng Shengxi of the pressure. Feng Shengxi breathed a sigh of relief upon hearing this, but before he could fully relax, he noticed the comrades' gazes had turned to Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian.

Lu Huitian, being a clever man, saw everyone looking at him and immediately kicked the ball back to Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, everyone has no experience in this matter, and certainly didn't expect such a result. Since you raised the problem, why not propose some concrete measures? We can discuss specific measures."

Chen Ke knew these comrades felt aggrieved, neither knowing what to do nor wanting to take responsibility. Chen Ke said loudly, "Measures? First, for members of the Party, government, and state-owned enterprises, their children must attend school. Dropping out before middle school is absolutely not allowed. Second, from now on, military dependent benefits will be tied to enrollment. Military personnel whose children drop out will not enjoy military dependent benefits."

The clerk scribbled down Chen Ke's words. Apart from that, there was no other sound in the conference room.

"I require these two points to be executed. Do comrades have any opinions?" After speaking, Chen Ke's expression relaxed a bit, as if he had expelled the stifling air from his chest.

"Agreed!" "Agreed!" No one raised any objections. Everyone was admittedly confused by the sudden topic, but no one opposed gender equality, and certainly, no one opposed all children going to school.

Chen Ke continued, "Since everyone agrees on the previous issues, the next issue is how to improve the middle school attendance of ordinary people's children, especially girls. This requires everyone to discuss together."

All comrades could see that Chen Ke was going to put great effort into the issue of girls' schooling. No comrade considered they could stay out of it anymore. The People's Party was like a single game of chess; any final resolution required all comrades to guarantee its implementation together.

"This matter must first be investigated to understand why this situation is happening. Should we set up an investigation committee responsible for this?" Lu Huitian proposed his view.

"No need for that trouble. Compulsory education will be extended to middle school in the future. What we need to consider now is how to expand the number of female applicants for middle school. Some who can't pass the exam can't be forced to attend." Chen Ke managed to control himself and not act on emotion.

"Why must girls go to middle school?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke answered, "If girls don't go to school, they cannot be truly liberated, and we cannot mobilize more qualified labor. Girls make up half of the children. Forcibly mobilizing girls who haven't received a middle school education into the industrial system... the comrades of the NDSIC would definitely not agree, and neither would I. So more girls must take the middle school entrance exam, and more girls must be able to attend middle school."

Hearing Chen Ke explain such a simple cause-and-effect relationship, all the comrades felt relieved. As long as it didn't involve theoretical issues and was purely an execution requirement, everyone didn't need to consider so much and could just get to work.

"For cities, we can let various labor unions be responsible for propaganda among their members. Police stations and neighborhood committees can hold meetings to implement universal propaganda. Our government can also advertise in newspapers and on the streets. Propaganda methods in rural areas are limited and will rely more on administrative orders. If that really doesn't work, we can tie girls' schooling in families to some products provided by supply and marketing cooperatives. That should be more effective," Lu Huitian immediately proposed his ideas.

Zhang Yu shook his head slightly. "This only suits the plain areas. What about the mountainous areas? You know, in the countryside, many people exchange daughters-in-law. If your family doesn't have a daughter, you can't get a wife. Those betrothal gifts aren't easily produced. Coming back to this, we still have to liberate women."

Lu Huitian was somewhat dissatisfied with Zhang Yu's nitpicking attitude. "The plains have a large population. Even if we want to improve, we have to do it step by step—cities first, then plains, then mountains. Considering administrative costs, we definitely must execute vigorously in places with high administrative efficiency first."

Facing such a rational view, Zhang Yu wanted to refute but gave up. He changed his angle. "I'll just speak a little about the compulsory education situation I understand. Our provision of meals in primary schools is very attractive to parents because little kids can't do much work. But middle school education faces children over 10. A meal a day does save parents a few dimes. But letting them work might create a profit of one or even two yuan. With this comparison, everyone will definitely let their children participate in work as early as possible. To eliminate child labor, there is only one way: set an employment age. The base area mentioned this before, but implementation existed in name only."

Both men's words made considerable sense. Comrades who had never considered the issue of children's schooling felt suddenly enlightened. Recalling their own upbringing, many comrades couldn't help but nod in agreement.

Seeing everyone starting to understand the problem, Zhang Yu said, "Exploitation and oppression exist not only between the exploiting class and the exploited class. Even within the same class, exploitation and oppression exist. Under the situation of underdeveloped productive forces, many humanitarian ideas will encounter many extremely realistic obstacles. I feel this deeply now as the Propaganda Minister. The more underdeveloped the productive forces in a region, the less interest there is in political propaganda. Humanitarian ideas can't solve survival problems; solving these problems can only be done through strong administrative means."

Lu Huitian found that Zhang Yu had cleverly shifted the "administrative cost" he had just proposed into a basis for Zhang Yu's own argument, and he felt a bit unhappy. "Comrade Zhang Yu, are you saying that even in the future, the problems in mountainous areas will be hard to solve?"

Zhang Yu answered seriously, "The problem in mountainous areas depends on whether the place is poor enough. If they are so poor they can't survive, as long as there is a way to live, the masses in the mountains will absolutely follow. We recruited soldiers in the Dabie Mountains, and responses were like gathering clouds. Wasn't it for this reason? If reading can save their lives, they will choose to read. If becoming a bandit can save their lives, they will choose to become bandits. The masses are that realistic."

Although Chen Ke was initially filled with almost uncontrollable anger, hearing Zhang Yu and Lu Huitian's speeches, his mood quickly improved. Regardless of the faint struggle between the two, at least neither of them thought reality didn't need changing, nor did they hold up some grand principle to prove the rationality and justice of the policy. The People's Party wasn't an angel, and neither were the people. The People's Party was just a workers' party that viewed the world using basic Marxist principles. This made Chen Ke feel both grounded and reassured.

"Is there a military reason for expanding the proportion of women in middle school?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

This question opened the minds of many Central Committee members. The Central Committee's plan was to expand the army to 3 million. Large numbers of young men would go to the battlefield, and their positions would have to be filled. Educated women were the best candidates. Thinking of this, many comrades thought they understood why Chen Ke was so sensitive and angry about the schooling issue. Feng Shengxi was one of them. As the Minister of Education, Feng Shengxi knew better than anyone that middle school involved military training twice a year. The feeling of not wanting to take on this sudden responsibility faded, and he began to calculate how to expand the number of girls in middle school through the efforts of the education system. Moreover, Chen Ke proposed that middle school would be compulsory in the future, so the education system would face even more problems later.

Chen Ke hadn't thought of the military issue at first. For someone who had seen the 21st century, Chen Ke thought these were just the most ordinary problems. 21st-century China faced the improvement of education levels and efficiency; the dropout problem was opposed by the whole society, and only extremely impoverished regions had such issues. So Chen Ke replied, "Completing the military expansion relies on improving social management capabilities. Promoting schooling, from the results, can indeed improve social management capabilities. But I personally didn't link the two initially. Don't overthink this problem."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. The military farms under the army system had a large amount of labor and children. Just ensuring that all children of families joining the military farms could attend school was already heavy work, and Hua Xiongmao didn't want to create side issues.

After determining the specific execution content, the Central Committee discussed whether to establish an investigation committee to collect the masses' views on schooling and the policy everywhere.

"I think establishing a social investigation committee might be better," was Zhang Yu's line of thought.

Lu Huitian sang a different tune from Zhang Yu again. "With the Statistics Bureau to compile actual data, deducing from strict data is just about enough. What affects public opinion is the propaganda department. In this regard, I actually think a purge should be conducted. Currently, there are many former landlords and gentry in the base area. They are very dissatisfied with losing their past status and are trying to confront the Party by occupying the public opinion front. It is necessary to purge them before launching the war."

Chen Ke didn't want to engage in such a debate. He said, "Write a report on this matter first; don't just say whatever comes to mind."

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke went home. His daughter, Chen Qianru, seeing her dad return, immediately ran up pouting and grabbed Chen Ke. "Daddy, someone bullied me at kindergarten today."

"Ah? What happened?" Chen Ke's attitude immediately softened.

"Today we played a game and prizes were given out. There were blue notebooks and pink notebooks. In the end, Zhang Wenjuan insisted the teacher give her the pink notebook I had. I didn't want to give it to her, and she said I was stingy." Reaching the grievance, Chen Qianru's eyes were already flashing with tears.

"Oh." Chen Ke didn't know how to solve this problem for a moment. After thinking for a while, he answered, "Yueyue, did you tell this little friend Zhang Wenjuan from the start that you really wanted this notebook, so you couldn't give it to her?"

"Um..., um..., no." Chen Qianru said, frowning.

"When you don't want to exchange things with others, you have to tell them directly. After making it clear, at least you won't be so angry." Chen Ke began to teach his daughter how to handle things.

"But she got angry and said she wouldn't talk to me anymore. I still want to play with her." Chen Qianru was very aggrieved.

"You can't believe everything she says; you have to see if it's true first. Next time if she says that, just hold back and don't play with her for a few days. I think it won't take long for her to actively come find you to play."

"Okay, I'll try." Chen Qianru said aggrievedly.

Chen Ke comforted his daughter and went back into the room with her. Chen Ke had long forgotten what he did in kindergarten. But he felt it was very good that his daughter could encounter various problems. At least the kindergarten didn't treat the children differently because of their parents' status.

He Ying saw Chen Ke had comforted their daughter and smiled. "Since picking Yueyue up from kindergarten, she started complaining and only just finished. I was about to be annoyed to death."

"If we have another one, wouldn't you really be annoyed to death?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What are you saying? No seriousness." He Ying blushed immediately.

Chen Ke sighed. "I was just wondering, when Yueyue goes to school later, how far do you want her to go?"

This jump was a bit too big. He Ying couldn't keep up with the rhythm for a moment. After thinking for a while, He Ying said, "Let her go as far as she can."

"That's quite a long way. If she finishes a post-doc... let me calculate. Primary school four years, middle school three years, high school three years, university four years, master's three years, doctorate three years, post-doc two years. If Yueyue starts school at six, hmm... if everything goes smoothly, she'll be 28 when she graduates."

"28? That's 22 years of school?" He Ying replied in surprise. "Then how will she get married?"

In Chen Ke's view, marrying at 28 wasn't really that old. He knew several female friends who hadn't married at 30. But hearing He Ying worry so much about Chen Qianru's marriage, Chen Ke remembered the bride exchange matter Zhang Yu mentioned. Thinking of this, his mood became a bit low. The People's Party's system had a strong protective function; at least it could push personnel within the system into the industrial age at the fastest speed. But China had such a large population; the difficulty of pushing the entire society toward progress was unprecedented.

While he was thinking, Chen Ke heard He Ying whisper, "Wenqing, do you really want another child?"

"Huh?" Chen Ke looked at He Ying and saw her face slightly red, bowing her head shyly.

Chen Ke laughed. "Yes, why not? If possible, I also hope for a boy, so the two of them can be companions."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered another thing. The proportion of single people among the People's Party comrades was unusually high. If he were to have another child now, what would the comrades think? Although it sounded funny, this was a problem that couldn't be treated as a joke at all.
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Chen Ke felt that he was more willing to engage in the legal system. Addressing the issue of female enrollment, Chen Ke invited Xu Dian, the President of the High Court, to discuss the drafting and promulgation of the "Education Law". As a legal expert in the base area, Xu Dian had made great contributions to the judicial construction.

Xu Dian was not the type who could completely hide things in his heart. After talking for a while, he revealed a look that suggested he wanted to say something unrelated to the "Education Law". Chen Ke immediately encouraged him, saying, "Whitewashing peace is inherently wrong. If you have something to say, say it boldly. We have so many areas where our current work is inadequate; it won't do to hide problems when we encounter them."

Xu Dian sighed, "In the Criminal Law, there is the crime of homicide. Intentional homicide is punishable by death. But..." At this point, Xu Dian couldn't help but sigh again.

Chen Ke's expression also sank. "Murderers die, injurers are punished." This is the traditional Chinese judicial concept and a concept generally recognized by the people. For Xu Dian to be so troubled, it seemed the matter was quite tricky.

Xu Dian did not say it directly. He sighed several times in succession before finally gritting his teeth and stating the problem he encountered, "Chairman Chen, infanticide falls under intentional homicide in the Criminal Law. But the masses have different views on these matters than we do. As soon as you mentioned the formulation of the 'Education Law' to protect the rights and interests of women and children, I thought of these things."

Chen Ke's already gloomy face became even more unsightly. "Is the situation serious?"

Xu Dian's face was no better than Chen Ke's. He said in a deep voice, "Just based on the collected information, there were more than two thousand documented cases of infanticide in the base areas last year. This is not from a special collection effort, but merely requests for information on this aspect in the reports of local courts and mobile courts. Some say that because life has improved, infanticide is being taken seriously, which is why it's reported. Others say that many infanticide cases are not reported, and the actual occurrences are only higher. I have already requested judicial departments at all levels to forbid public discussion of this matter. The comrades in the judicial department are all opposed to infanticide. Regarding how to solve the problem of infanticide, opinions are mainly divided into two categories. One category demands severe crackdowns on families where infanticide occurs, while the other believes we must solve the view on human life from the root. After all, in the concept of ordinary masses, parents have the right to fully dispose of their children."

Chen Ke listened quietly to Xu Dian's narration. He felt his vision losing focus, but conversely, he heard his own heavy breathing clearly. If it were normal times, Chen Ke would have already started racking his brain to consider solutions, but at this moment, he couldn't concentrate his attention no matter what. Chen Ke clearly felt that his mood at this moment was not anger, but a kind of sorrow. This was an emotion Chen Ke hadn't experienced for a long time.

With a momentary distraction, several sentences Xu Dian said in between passed by. When Chen Ke finally managed to concentrate, he only heard Xu Dian say, "If parents who commit infanticide are punished with the death penalty for intentional homicide, I'm afraid the masses won't accept it either. I can't think of any solution for this matter."

"Don't continue for now; I can't focus at the moment." Chen Ke waved his hand weakly.

Xu Dian also looked dispirited, but it was evident that Xu Dian also wanted to vent at this moment. So after a short silence, Xu Dian spoke again, "When I first saw this intelligence, I also felt those parents were beasts, not worth pitying if killed. Now I actually feel, who likes to kill their own child? If life can't go on, they can only do this."

Chen Ke felt Xu Dian didn't intend to say this deliberately, but the words "life can't go on" strongly stimulated Chen Ke's nerves. How miserable must life in the base area be for the masses to rely on infanticide to survive? If this was truly the case, then Chen Ke himself would be the first to blame. This indicated there were problems with the policies Chen Ke formulated.

Standing up in shame, Chen Ke felt the hair on his back stand on end. The People's Party had many policies, but it just happened to lack a public policy explicitly opposing infanticide. Chen Ke said in a pained tone, "Even if it's mending the fold after the sheep is lost, I will issue a Chairman's Order right now, requiring the base areas to prohibit infanticide."

Instead, Xu Dian advised, "Chairman Chen, don't blame yourself too much. Even if a policy is explicitly formulated for such matters, it's impossible to say it will be strictly enforced. First is the issue of administrative costs. Additionally, the usefulness of persuasion and education is actually limited. If we punish too heavily, I'm afraid the common people will sympathize with those families who commit infanticide. I believe that, generally speaking, infanticide incidents in the base areas are becoming fewer and fewer."

Chen Ke thought what Xu Dian said made sense. That people do many things in suffering does not equal people loving to do such things. It was just that the news of infanticide brought too strong a shock to Chen Ke; he couldn't free himself from this mood of self-loathing for a while.

Perhaps seeing Chen Ke's self-blaming emotion, Xu Dian suddenly said, "Chairman Chen, we of the People's Party are dedicated to saving the country and the people. Unswerving and with a clear conscience. It cannot be said that the existence of any ugly phenomenon in society is all our responsibility."

"The fact that we haven't formulated the 'Protection of Women and Children Law' until now is indeed our responsibility," Chen Ke replied. "This shows our attitude is unclear and our stance is not distinct."

Xu Dian smiled bitterly, "Chairman Chen, I used to think the law was absolute, supreme. Back then, you criticized me, saying the law is the manifestation of the ruling class's will, not that everyone should unconditionally obey it after it's enacted. In these past few years, I've finally figured out that I was wrong back then. If the law itself were supreme, the Manchu Qing wouldn't have been overthrown. The Manchu Qing's laws clearly stipulated that treason is a grave crime punishable by lingering death (lingchi). But so what if there are legal provisions? We didn't implicate the nine relations of the Manchu Qing ruling class or put them to lingering death, simply because we believe our revolution is not for slaughter. It's not that we can't do it, just that we don't want to do it."

Hearing Xu Dian express such sentiments, Chen Ke genuinely felt somewhat surprised. One must know that Xu Dian's attitude of legal supremacy was very strong back then. "What happened?" Chen Ke asked.

"Our comrades in the judicial department knowingly violate the law, making countless jokes in the understanding and application of the law during trials. Saying they knowingly violate the law isn't quite right; they simply haven't figured out what the law is for. What exactly is the purpose of these legal provisions." Xu Dian finished speaking and sighed helplessly.

"What exactly is going on?" Chen Ke felt very surprised.

Now it was Xu Dian's turn to look guilty. He said regretfully, "The specific matters are terrible and ridiculous. I was also troubled for a long time. But recently I've figured it out. Among our comrades in the judicial department, those who want to transform the world through revolution, who want to create a better future by opposing evil old systems and customs, even if they make some mistakes, it's just a matter of personal level. At most, you can say they are impulsive and emotional in sentencing, but you absolutely cannot say their sentencing deviated from the original intent of the law. But those who were like me before, thinking they are the embodiment of the law, holding the great power of law and justice in their hands, thinking they are the 'Blue Sky Grand Master', not a single one hasn't made major mistakes in these past few years. I am to blame for these matters; many of those comrades were ones I once admired, and I even conducted a lot of ideological education for them."

"Then what do you plan to do?" Chen Ke asked.

"I don't plan to take the blame and resign. At least until these bastards in the judicial system are all weeded out, I feel I have to keep working in the judicial system." Xu Dian revealed a resolute look on his face.

Chen Ke was amused into a bitter smile by this display. "Does that mean, Comrade Xu Dian, you have decided to be a tendentious revolutionary rather than a non-tendentious neutral bureaucrat?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Xu Dian nodded hurriedly, "Yes! That's it! I am now willing to be a revolutionary who smashes the old system. I no longer want to be a judicial officer who pretends to be impartial and only knows how to interpret legal provisions. In this world, there are only standpoints based on different classes; there has never been anything impartial to everyone."

"Comrade Xu Dian, you are essentially a revolutionary. It's just that you originally thought there was impartiality that treated everyone equally in this world," Chen Ke replied calmly. "I also made this mistake recently. After you talked with me today, I know where I went wrong. Women's liberation is itself a revolution. I precisely treated this matter as something that could advance naturally. I was waiting for women to revolutionize themselves, waiting for women to take the initiative to overthrow the old system oppressing them. Waiting to give them a hand in the process. I was really wrong."

Xu Dian heard Chen Ke criticizing himself like this; he wanted to say something, but in the end, said nothing.

When the Central Committee meeting convened again, the comrades didn't expect that Chen Ke would temporarily not mention the female enrollment rate issue, but instead raised the matter of infanticide. Infanticide caused great stimulation to Chen Ke, and it had the same great stimulation to the comrades of the Central Committee. Zhang Yu was considered one of the more "cold and gloomy" members of the Central Committee, but hearing the infanticide data, a look of unease and intolerance also appeared on his face. As for Hua Xiongmao, he had already stood up in a rage, pacing around the conference room.

Chen Ke said with a cold face, "I'll tell everyone a joke that isn't a joke. I originally thought that many comrades aren't married. The grassroots comrades are a bit better, mostly in their twenties. Most of us in the middle and high levels are thirty. But after getting married, one has to live a life. If the family is noisy, it also delays work. I was originally considering everyone's marriage issues, so I sought out Comrade Xu Dian, firstly to talk about the 'Education Law' issue, and secondly to talk about the 'Marriage Law' enforcement issue. Only then did I know about the infanticide matter. I was really scared. I can't figure out why this is; how can one lay a hand on their own child?"

Since the Central Committee was in Hubei, Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian automatically became a member of the Central Standing Committee. He replied, "Chairman Chen, I have heard a little about it. Our base area kills human traffickers; special notices have been issued for this. In the past, if a family couldn't support a child, the parents would sell the child if possible. If they couldn't sell it, then came the infanticide. After the major killing of human traffickers, I'm afraid that's also a reason..."

"You're farting!" Hua Xiongmao was already very irritable. Hearing Lu Huitian point the finger of blame at the Central Committee's policy, he couldn't help but curse loudly.

Lu Huitian slapped the table, *Pa*. "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, I understand your mood, but listen to me finish first!"

Hua Xiongmao turned his face away and kept silent for the time being. Although other comrades didn't curse out loud, the looks they cast at Lu Huitian could absolutely not be called friendly.

Lu Huitian continued with a gloomy face, "After eliminating the human trafficker system, the adoption system hasn't been established. The people are giving birth to and raising many now. Although the state bears a large part of the living costs for infants and juveniles, the pressure of life is still great. In the current policy of three mu of land per person, we encourage dividing up the family. So it is still very difficult for parents alone to support several children. It's okay in economically developed areas, but in economically underdeveloped areas, this pressure is too heavy."

After Lu Huitian finished speaking, Hua Xiongmao didn't continue to curse. He sat back in his seat, grinding his teeth in silence.

Zhang Yu usually loved to "sing a different tune" from Lu Huitian, but this time he didn't say anything. Although his lips were tightly closed, the high bulge of his cheek muscles proved that Zhang Yu was grinding his teeth just like Hua Xiongmao.

Chen Ke said, "Comrades, let us still strive to promote women's liberation. We comrades of the People's Party have all received physiological hygiene education and know what having children is all about. If women cannot resist, if they cannot decide whether they want to have children or not, this is liberation not being thorough enough."

When these words were said, the comrades were quite surprised. Lu Huitian was stunned for a moment, "Chairman Chen, is this decision of yours a bit rash?"

Chen Ke replied decisively, "This is not a decision of mine. I am formally raising this topic now to discuss with comrades. The feudal set of clan power and husband power must be broken. If it's not broken, the child problem cannot be solved. We comrades, as men, instinctively hope to have control over women. When we mention gender equality, most just think we should treat women a bit better. But we don't really want to liberate women, because liberated women are completely independent people. They have their own will, their own power, and can even stand up to men as equals. They, like men, are equal human beings. They have the power to refuse everything men impose on them. If it doesn't reach this level, women cannot be discussed as truly liberated. Like you comrades, I am a man. I want to ask comrades, has everyone's revolutionary attitude been firm to this degree? To thoroughly liberate women who must rely on men in tradition. Let them stand together with us as equals."

No one answered immediately. The sense of justice and revolutionary impulse that had boiled up because of the infanticide incident seemed to fade quickly. The comrades looked somewhat bewildered.

Chen Ke laughed, "What's wrong? Can everyone not understand, or do you feel unwilling? Let's take the simplest example. Comrade You Gou is a liberated woman. Who among you dares to impose your will on Comrade You Gou? Stand up and make a statement."

At the mention of You Gou, the expressions on the comrades' faces became quite unsightly. Usually, indeed no one dared to do anything to You Gou. Likewise, no one was really that close to You Gou.

After a while, Lu Huitian said, "Chairman Chen, none of the comrades want to discuss theory with you. We also know we can't out-talk you. Moreover, on these directional issues, we don't want to argue with you either. Since you say this, you should have specific execution methods. Speak them out for discussion."

"Such a big matter is tantamount to turning the sky over. You asking Chairman Chen to tell the specific execution methods is nonsense. I think we should be the ones to propose solutions." Zhang Yu, as usual, sang a different tune from Lu Huitian.

However, this time Lu Huitian did not refute, and the comrades did not speak. Chen Ke's mind moved; there was a rather strong hint in Zhang Yu's statement. At least Chen Ke felt there was some attitude in this statement that he could not ignore.

When the meeting discussed until adjournment, Chen Ke called Zhang Yu to the small conference room. He asked, "Comrade Zhang Yu, do you want to work at the local level?"

"That's right." Zhang Yu answered quite readily. "I think the Propaganda Department is very important work, but I personally hope to work at the local level. If the organization can agree, I am willing to work in Henan."

Given the current situation in Henan, if Zhang Yu went to Henan, he would formally become the Secretary of the Henan Provincial Party Committee. Chen Ke didn't think Zhang Yu was unqualified, but he felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, I identify with your work ability, but within our party, we must stress unity after all." Chen Ke said.

"Chairman Chen, if you are referring to my dispute with Comrade Lu Huitian, or think I want to show myself through the dispute with Comrade Lu Huitian, then I feel it is unfair to me. I have always been like this. Moreover, I do not agree with some of Comrade Lu Huitian's views and practices. Since I don't agree, I say it publicly. I believe this conforms to the party's organizational principles."

Chen Ke very much identified with Zhang Yu's statement. Actually, Zhang Yu's object of struggle was originally Chen Ke. In the party, Zhang Yu had always been the number one person who dared to question Chen Ke straightforwardly. "I will consider this appointment. However, before the appointment is issued, Comrade Zhang Yu, you cannot relax your current work."

"I understand." Zhang Yu replied straightforwardly.

The women's liberation movement firstly is to completely break clan power and husband power. Although Zhang Yu explicitly "sang a different tune" from Lu Huitian, in Chen Ke's view, the depth of these two people's view of problems was actually not different. Lu Huitian was very similar to Xu Dian, the legal bookworm, in some aspects. Both didn't understand revolution much, and neither opposed promoting social development by violent means. But both were essentially closer to bureaucrats rather than revolutionaries. So Lu Huitian once proposed "to carry out a new round of strikes against the landlords and gentry who have already been overthrown". This was because Lu Huitian indeed also saw that there was a force continuing to oppose the People's Party in the rural areas. However, he was trying to carry out hard strikes against the opposition forces like a bureaucrat.

Asking a group of men to sincerely liberate women was indeed forcing them to do something difficult. After the meeting, the matter of liberating women was still diluted a lot. The Central Committee first issued a document requiring all localities to launch propaganda firmly opposing "infanticide". And to publicize the issue of letting girls go to school.

Under Chen Ke's strenuous promotion, although the women's liberation issue suffered certain influences, it did not stop.
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"Teacher Ren, this is the discussion content for Wednesday's meeting." When the director of the Chinese Department office at Anhui Normal College placed a document on Ren Yugang's desk, Ren Yugang felt there was something indescribable in the director's gaze. After expressing his thanks, Ren Yugang picked up the document. Soon, the words "Study and Discussion on the Women's Liberation Movement" in the fifth line jumped into Ren Yugang's eyes. Now, Ren Yugang understood.

As a family member of one of the few high-ranking female cadres in the People's Party, Ren Yugang sometimes felt it was quite troublesome. In the traditional habits of Chinese people, Ren Yugang was also "Old Master Ren". His daughter, Ren Qiying, was currently the Mayor of Anqing City, and Ren Yugang's family had also moved from the countryside of Fengtai County to Hefei City. Ren Yugang himself was studying in the second year of high school while teaching at Anhui Normal College. Theoretically, if Ren Yugang participated in the base area's unified university entrance exam in 1915 and could get into Anhui Normal College, he would officially become a highly educated educator after graduating in 1919.

Even now, the money he earned from teaching could support the family's life. Not to mention that Ren Yugang's wife had already found a job at a chain breakfast shop under the state-owned Hefei Grain Company, frying fried dough sticks every morning. Ren Yugang never thought there was anything shameful about his wife coming back smelling of oil smoke every day; working to eat was a matter of course. Those with wisdom eat by wisdom, those without wisdom eat by strength. His wife's hard work also came with some benefits. The chain breakfast shops adopted a dividend system, with 20% of the daily profit used as employee wages; you got paid for the days you worked. At the same time, every employee could get a benefit of 10 fried dough sticks every day, so at least the Ren family didn't have to pay for breakfast. Without the complicated human relations of the countryside and without the threat of natural and man-made disasters, Ren Yugang was very satisfied with his current life. He and his wife would spend the rest of their lives in the city through labor, supporting their two underage children to go to school, graduate, and wait for them to go to work. As for gaining more benefits through his daughter's status, Ren Yugang had never thought about it.

However, just because Ren Yugang didn't think this way didn't mean others wouldn't. Moreover, the one supporting the Ren family was his daughter, Ren Qiying. The way outsiders looked at his family appeared even more unkind. Glancing again at the line "Study and Discussion on the Women's Liberation Movement", Ren Yugang knew that even if he didn't want to speak, it would be impossible.

Upholding the tradition of the People's Party, there was no shouting of slogans at the meeting; they went straight to the methods of how to solve specific problems. The first item of the discussion meeting was to require all schools to mobilize girls to attend school. Normal schools now implemented a policy of completely free education and state-assigned jobs. Party Secretary Xu Guangcai was a transferred political commissar, and as soon as he opened his mouth, it was in the straightforward manner of the army. "Comrades, I think everyone should mobilize their social connections and directly get people into our Normal College's affiliated junior high school. Regardless of whether they are willing to struggle for the cause of education for their whole lives, pull the people over first to fill the educational posts. If this still doesn't gather enough people, I suggest getting people from the countryside into our affiliated primary schools."

The soldier's way of thinking was indeed straightforward. Some female teachers in Anhui Normal College had been snatched from Anqing by Chen Ke. Hearing these words, the expressions on their faces were quite awkward.

"Isn't this tantamount to a shotgun marriage?" the Dean of Students asked hesitantly.

"You used the term 'shotgun marriage' well. Actually, I have another idea. Our Education College has many subordinate factories, printing plants, glass factories, and so on. We can look directly in the countryside for families with few relatives but many children, and move them directly into the city. If the parents want to scrape a living, we can arrange something for them no matter what. These children will then belong to us."

"Secretary Xu, how exactly do you view educational work?" Liu Yuhe, a mathematics teacher, had been snatched from Anqing by the People's Party. Although she wouldn't directly complain about the People's Party's crude methods back then, hearing Xu Guangcai's suggestion, she still couldn't hold back and asked.

Xu Guangcai replied seriously, "Everyone is a cultured person and feels that teaching and educating people is a very noble thing. I feel the same way. However, the education industry under the new system is not a private school. It is a link in the entire national system, and a very important link at that. It is an important industry in industrial society. Since we need teachers, we have to do everything possible to get people here. What kind of society is an industrial society? The pace of this society is very fast, the scale is unprecedentedly large, and the government manages every corner thoroughly. Some comrades have stayed in the urban area of Hefei for five or six years, and the lesser ones have stayed for two or three years. When I was a soldier, I passed through Hefei many times. How many people were in the urban area of Hefei back then? Fifty thousand would be impressive. And among these fifty thousand people, most were residents, plus those who came here to do odd jobs and beg for a meal. Now, just counting our Anhui Normal College, including teachers and students, plus the affiliated middle school and affiliated primary school, how many people are there in total? Five thousand people. These five thousand people are all registered with the government. They have names and surnames, and including what work they will do in the future, it is almost all arranged. A division is stationed in Hefei, twenty thousand people, and these twenty thousand people do whatever the Party tells them to do immediately. Just this alone is twenty-five thousand people, and they are completely under the government's control. We don't need to talk about too long ago. Six years ago when we conquered Hefei, of the fifty thousand people in Hefei back then, how many could be under such strong government control? It would be impressive if there were three thousand."

In the face of numbers and reality, any imagination would be easily defeated. Listening to Xu Guangcai's words, the teachers of Anhui Normal College fell silent one by one.

"Now the population of Hefei's urban area is nearly one hundred and fifty thousand, and all are under the government's management. The original fifty thousand people were absorbed into the social management system, and the extra one hundred thousand people were all arranged to come in by the government. What are they doing? They are all working in factories, railways, ports, various scientific research units, and social service units. Comrades are teachers under the industrial system, and you are also a part of the entire grand industrial system. With these one hundred and fifty thousand people, our goal is actually very simple: let them possess a junior high school education level. Originally, a private school would educate just those eight or ten people. How many private schools were there in the entire Anhui province? Speaking to the sky, ten thousand! Calculated to the limit, they could educate one hundred thousand people. According to that method, all the private schools in Anhui couldn't even educate this population in Hefei City. Chairman Chen invited a few hundred female students back from Anqing back then. Some said Chairman Chen was too domineering. Some said Chairman Chen separated people's flesh and blood. But counting these teachers as two hundred people—Chinese, mathematics, nature, art, geography. One class teaches fifty students. Calculated based on working for four years, they exactly produce a batch of primary school graduates. This is ten thousand students. Even for those guys who studied to become officials, if placed in our modern society, even if they can recite the Four Books and Five Classics by heart, factories still wouldn't want those scholars who don't know natural science, don't know how to use an abacus, and don't understand decimals, fractions, and addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division when recruiting. Even if Anhui originally had ten thousand private schools, a private school only had that one teacher. The students educated by two hundred female students are one-tenth of ten thousand private school teachers. If there are two thousand female students, they are worth those ten thousand private school teachers. This means one female student is worth five private school teachers."

After eloquently explaining the current situation to the teachers, Xu Guangcai said earnestly, "We respect female teachers very much because in the modern industrial system, one female teacher is worth five private school teachers. As long as everyone continues to work according to the system and regulations under this industrial system, everyone will be five times, ten times, or even more capable than under the old system before. So our means of gathering laborers for the education system can be criticized. But these criticisms cannot be made from the standpoint and angle of the old system. Because these are two things that are totally unrelated. My view on the education system completely submits to Chairman Chen's view on the education system. The education system under the new industrial system is to educate the people within the social system into laborers who conform to the industrial system. The industrial system has the industrial system's morality, culture, and sentiments. This is not a set of things built on opposing or supporting the old system, but a set of brand-new things."

No one made a sound anymore; Xu Guangcai had already clearly explained the current problems and direction. If one made a sound, it would only be to agree or oppose. The current teachers were all scholars. To ask them to agree to his face would inevitably make them feel it was "face flattery", and according to their morality, they resolutely opposed it. These people neither had the guts to oppose nor knew how to systematically propose reasons and plans for opposition.

After scanning the faces of the attendees several times, Xu Guangcai withdrew his gaze. Chen Ke had emphasized many times within the Party that there was no need to hold any illusions about this bunch of literati from the old era. Anyone who refused to work steadfastly but instead thought that recognizing a few characters entitled them to critique state affairs should be fired immediately. Chen Ke's original words were quite impolite, "For the laborers of the new era, we must respect them. For the literati of the old era, we must also respect their personal dignity as human beings. However, politically, we can treat them as dogs. The characteristic of dogs is that they bark. If you want them not to bark, there is no other way than to drive them away."

So Anhui Normal College simply didn't invite any "masters" to come and serve as professors and give lectures. If it weren't for the reason of having a daughter like Ren Qiying, Ren Yugang wouldn't have even thought about coming to the school to teach.

Specially glancing at Ren Yugang, Xu Guangcai continued, "Comrades, this time we also involve an issue of gender equality. What is meant by gender equality is that in the eyes of the state, everyone is equal. Women are also people, people just like men. The rights men possess, women possess all the same. Men can be masters of their own house, and women can also be masters of their own house. As far as our school is concerned, men can be teachers, and women can also be teachers. Same post, same pay. There is absolutely no discrimination against the gender of women. This is gender equality. Placed in society, even if there are some labors that girls cannot compete for, that is out of consideration for the work. For example, dock porters; they very likely won't recruit girls. That is only because girls lack sufficient physical strength and have inconvenient days every month. Whereas textile mills recruit far more girls. So gender equality is not a meaningless equality of everything, but a consideration for labor, not a consideration for gender. This is gender equality."

These words sounded extremely pleasing to the women, and even the unhappy expressions brought about by Xu Guangcai's pressure-filled speech just now disappeared from the women's faces.

Xu Guangcai continued his oppressive speech, "Moreover, the status of women in current society is too low. There is an old saying called 'correcting a wrong requires exceeding the proper limits'. Our policies in many places even have to lean more towards women. As teachers, it is necessary for everyone to uphold this understanding of gender equality. I'll say this upfront: this is our People's Party's policy, and this is also our base area's policy. If anyone doesn't accept this policy, speak up now. I'll say this upfront: this kind of talk can only result in the People's Teachers completely accepting gender equality. No matter who it is, whether male teacher or female teacher, anyone who doesn't genuinely support gender equality can leave. And this isn't a simple matter of shouting two slogans. If someone is duplicitous and says one thing but means another, this person's words and deeds will manifest it. Once discovered, if their thinking cannot be turned around after education, they can leave. We will absolutely not tolerate this kind of person."

The male teachers all looked solemn, while the female teachers, although they didn't dare to applaud in agreement, at least all wore smiles. The People's Party's adherence to the policy of gender equality was the reason why female teachers had never publicly opposed the People's Party. These women had come out of the cages of the old era, either voluntarily or forcedly. After experiencing a life of spreading their wings and flying, they themselves were unwilling to pack themselves back into that narrow world again.

"Teacher Ren, how do you view this issue?" Xu Guangcai asked Ren Yugang.

Everyone's eyes focused on Ren Yugang. Many gazes contained a kind of teasing and even somewhat gloating feeling. Ren Yugang didn't care too much; he had long known the treacherousness of the human heart. Ever since Ren Qiying became a cadre of the People's Party, Ren Yugang was not afraid at all of people saying he had no promise. Moreover, Xu Guangcai's words also had places that moved Ren Yugang quite a bit.

"Gentlemen, everyone knows that my daughter embarked on the revolutionary road very early. And this was her own choice; I, as a father, simply didn't play any role. Just now Secretary Xu said something that deeply inspired me. The current base area measures individuals by labor. Only in the face of labor is there true equality for everyone. This is the order basis of the industrialized China led by the People's Party. My daughter embarked on the revolutionary road, presumably because she was moved by Chairman Chen on this point. She firmly believes that through earnest labor, she can obtain opportunities equally. Her personal dignity and freedom can also be embodied and guaranteed through labor. I didn't have this awareness at the time, and only now do I have a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. So I firmly support equality for everyone before labor, and gender equality. Because this is true equality."

Xu Guangcai usually saw Ren Yugang not making a sound, but he didn't expect that when it was time to speak, his level was quite high. Needless to say anything else, Xu Guangcai took the lead in applauding, and the group of teachers, whether sincere or fake, all began to applaud.

The subsequent speeches weren't very interesting. Since everyone couldn't refute the concepts proposed by the People's Party, they were even less willing to lose their current rice bowls. Some who considered themselves aloof simply said a few words about resolutely obeying the Party's command and the like. Some who wanted to show off spoke nonsense.

Xu Guangcai didn't place much importance on words originally. If it was someone like Ren Yugang who had substance in his speech, it would be fine, but guys who fawned and flattered would only make people nauseous. He made a guy who tried to attempt a speech with "substance" like Ren Yugang finish quickly and sit down.

After that person obediently made a long story short and sat back in his seat, Xu Guangcai said, "Comrades, the base area is preparing to introduce the law 'Law on the Protection of Women and Children' and needs to solicit opinions. Since everyone agrees on gender equality, then we might as well discuss it on the basis of equality for everyone before labor to see how the law should ensure gender equality. How to carry out effective protection targeting the current status of women. You can speak freely."

This kind of discussion certainly couldn't grasp the key points like Chen Ke and other People's Party leaders, but this kind of discussion was mandated to be carried out. If they couldn't carry out a discussion face-to-face, just shouting a slogan of gender equality would have no effect at all. After all, gender equality had to target problems occurring in reality and solve various contradictions. Gentle tea tasting and chatting couldn't possibly be of any use. Even if everyone's awareness wasn't enough now, the seeds of this debate had to be buried.

Ren Yugang didn't like to argue too much, but he would absolutely not be so narrow-minded as to storm off in a huff or pretend to be high and mighty by not saying a word. However, what he thought of at this moment was not gender equality, but the hardships of his daughter Ren Qiying at present. If men could lead this kind of movement without being misunderstood, then the problems encountered by Ren Qiying as a woman would be even more complex. For some reason, a thought arose in Ren Yugang out of nowhere. If his daughter Ren Qiying was already married now, perhaps it would be better.

Just as Ren Yugang thought, Ren Qiying, the Mayor of Anqing and Deputy Secretary of the Anqing Prefectural Committee, was not having an easy time. If women's liberation was in the countryside, it was still just an economic interest issue. After all, the people had no culture, and their reasons for opposition were tradition and economic reality. Tradition certainly discriminated against women, but tradition feared the government even more, especially the government currently in power. What annoyed Ren Qiying was the literati in the areas surrounding Anqing.

Anqing was the cultural center of Anhui, and the academic atmosphere in this place was extremely strong. The People's Party kidnapped hundreds of female students from Anqing a few years ago precisely because this area attached importance to education. If it were in northern Anhui, it would be impossible for a girls' school with hundreds of female students to exist. Moreover, Anqing was also the base of the Tongcheng School. The Tongcheng School was the largest prose school in the literary world of the Qing Dynasty. Because its early important writers Dai Mingshi, Fang Bao, Liu Dakui, and Yao Nai were all from Tongcheng, Anhui in the Qing Dynasty. The Tongcheng cultural circle should include areas such as Tongcheng City, Zongyang County, and Yixiu District of Anqing City. These disciples and grand-disciples of the Tongcheng School might be able to endure the existence of the People's Party without saying a word. They even pinched their noses and accepted the land reform. But when it concerned gender equality, they jumped out to speak.

Words like "the hen crows in the morning" were considered polite. They also followed the style of the Tongcheng School seniors and wrote lengthy articles to oppose gender equality. There were several newspapers in Anqing, one of which was called "Tongcheng Night Talk". It was a newspaper funded and run by many literati and gentry in the Anqing locality. Its circulation wasn't large, but it tenaciously maintained its survival.

After publishing several issues of articles opposing gender equality in succession, their sales actually showed signs of rising. Ren Qiying naturally could read these articles. Seeing the vicious attacks on gender equality, and even the insinuating attacks on the current Mayor of Anqing, Ren Qiying, made Ren Qiying extremely angry. While annoyed, Ren Qiying felt it was very strange. A guy with such a cold personality as Zhang Yu had been in Anqing for so many years, yet he could actually tolerate the existence of this kind of newspaper. However, annoyance was annoyance; the People's Party's propaganda of "everyone is equal before labor, gender equality" was still being carried out in full swing in Anqing City. If she were defeated by this bunch of old fogies in propaganda, Ren Qiying would absolutely not forgive herself. Even for her self-esteem as a woman, Ren Qiying would not admit defeat.

So on April 13, 1913, just as Ren Qiying was preparing to see what the newly released "Tongcheng Night Talk" actually said, her secretary said, "Mayor Ren, there is no latest issue."

Ren Qiying felt quite surprised. Yesterday's "Tongcheng Night Talk" had stated clearly that there would be several heavyweight articles today. Those rotten scholars were unlikely to break their promise.

While she was wondering, she saw a messenger run in swiftly. "Mayor Ren, something big happened!" the messenger shouted, his face glowing with health.

This expression was too joyful. Ren Qiying was slightly strange; what big event could make the messenger so happy?

"Mayor Ren, originally that bunch of people at 'Tongcheng Night Talk' all wrote in Classical Chinese, which the common people couldn't read. They originally wanted to publish in vernacular Chinese, but after the female workers typesetting read the articles, they cursed loudly that what this bunch of people said was all bullshit and refused to typeset. Not only did the female workers refuse to typeset, but they also blocked the door and didn't allow the male workers to typeset. So this issue of 'Tongcheng Night Talk' was forced to suspend publication!"
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The People's Party controlled the middle reaches of the Yangtze River. Wuhan, Anqing, and Wuhu, these three important cities along the Yangtze River, were the economic pillars of the People's Party. Anqing had a long industrial history; China's first steamship was launched in Anqing. After the People's Party seized Anqing, they naturally established many industries in the Anqing area. By 1913, Anqing's population had reached 500,000. Among the many cities of the People's Party, it ranked fourth, only after Wuhan, Wuhu, and Xuzhou.

In these times without television or the internet, even a population of 500,000 was enough to support quite a few newspapers and magazines. Inside the editorial office of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, the chief editors were sitting around a middle-aged man in his forties. The middle-aged man had a bruise on the left side of his forehead, but what was more serious were the bloody scratches all over his face, left and right, looking shocking.

"This group of shrews!" The middle-aged man looked like he wanted to speak with lingering anger. However, it was obvious that the emotion in his tone was "still in shock." Just as he spoke, he seemed to aggravate other injuries, and the middle-aged man couldn't help but cry out "Ouch."

The surrounding elderly men also felt helpless in the face of such injuries. One of them said, "Brother Sun, let's not talk about those shrews for now. Why don't we hurry to the hospital for treatment?"

The man called Brother Sun seemed not to be in enough pain yet. He said with a face full of indignation, "I'm not going to the People's Party's hospital. Just invite the former Dr. Lu." Because of the many bloody scratches on his face, Brother Sun's face looked a bit hideous.

"...Brother Sun, Dr. Lu has already gone to work at the People's Party's hospital," the person next to him said awkwardly.

"Dr. Lu also defected to the People's Party?" Brother Sun was quite surprised. After thinking for a while, he said helplessly, "Then ask Dr. Lu to make a house call. We still have to hurry to find a printing factory to print today's newspaper."

These editors immediately split up to act. Brother Sun said to a person next to him, "Brother Zhu, those women committed violence in public, but now the government is controlled by the People's Party. I'm afraid filing a lawsuit won't work. But I can't swallow this anger. Do you still have contact with your former friends in the Jianghu, Brother Zhu?" Speaking of this, Brother Sun couldn't help but say "Ouch" again.

Brother Zhu said awkwardly, "Brother Sun, those people offended Mr. Chen Duxiu, the current Deputy Director of the CPPCC, and the People's Party doesn't like them either. I haven't seen them for a long time."

Having said this, Brother Zhu said with lingering fear, "Brother Sun, I was saved by your help this morning. If Brother Sun hadn't protected me, those shrews holding weapons..."

"Sigh!" Hearing this, Brother Sun sighed heavily. Because the movement was too big, it pulled on his pain, and Brother Sun cried out "Ouch" again.

The two sat opposite each other for not long, but heard a woman's shout from outside. Separated by the wall, it wasn't very clear, and they didn't know what was happening outside. But they saw the gatekeeper running in in a panic, "Two sirs, a large group of women came to the door, held up a banner, and demanded a public apology from us."

Before the gatekeeper finished speaking, they heard a woman's voice amplified by an electric loudspeaker coming directly from outside, "People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, listen up. You roll out here now, let's talk face to face."

Hearing the movement outside, the faces of Brother Sun and Brother Zhu turned white immediately. In the morning, they argued with those typesetting female workers. After the two sides reached a deadlock, the female workers rushed up with brooms and wooden-handled dustpans to beat the editors of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. They tried to resist, but they couldn't beat the large number of female workers. When they squeezed out of the female workers like rats scurrying away, as the literal meaning suggests, they didn't know how many cheap shots they took. Now that a crowd of women blocked the door, Brother Zhu was stunned on the spot. But he heard Brother Sun cry "Ouch" again.

"People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, didn't you hear? Open the door and come out to talk openly. Aren't you usually very daring to speak? Come out and say it to our faces now." The voice outside came in again.

Brother Sun and Brother Zhu looked at each other. With such a challenge outside, they should have gone out to speak. But firstly, they still had lingering fears, and secondly, they felt that confronting a group of women face to face was really a loss of status. Brother Sun finally said to the gatekeeper, "Keep the door shut tight."

The people of *Tongcheng Night Talk* could of course keep their doors shut tight and pretend not to see. But the traffic police maintaining traffic couldn't pretend not to see. A group of women walking on the street boiling with anger was already surprising. Fortunately, there were no idle people in Anqing City at present, but a group of women setting up a formation to block the gate of *Tongcheng Night Talk* and shouting challenges, this kind of thing never seen before in Anqing City naturally spread extremely fast. People from nearby units and residential areas came out to watch the excitement.

The traffic police belonged to the state unit, so they naturally had undergone studies on women's liberation early on. Naturally, they wouldn't try to stop it, but looking at the increasing number of people, the traffic police began to have a headache about the traffic congestion. After internal discussion, the traffic police struggled to maintain order while reporting to Mayor Ren Qiying, who was in charge of urban work.

"Women took to the streets?" Ren Qiying was really surprised. She was already very courageous when she was a teenager, but Ren Qiying didn't agree that ordinary women could possess the same daring fighting spirit as her. After all, this was not the same environment. What Ren Qiying faced was the choice between death and possible death. These women actually didn't need to have any reaction to *Tongcheng Night Talk*.

"Mayor Ren, the traffic police comrades are asking how to solve the problem of traffic obstruction," the secretary couldn't help but ask when seeing Ren Qiying remain silent.

"I remember the editorial office of *Tongcheng Night Talk* is in the old city district, right?" Ren Qiying asked.

"Yes. If it weren't in the old city district, the traffic police comrades wouldn't be so anxious," the secretary replied.

All new urban districts of the People's Party had a commonality, which was that urban planning was done with a lot of redundancy. That is to say, the main roads of big cities were planned with twelve lanes first, and elevated bridges and large areas of green space and open space were also reserved. Chen Ke had seen with his own eyes how terrible the traffic congestion in the 21st century was. And what results the lack of comprehensive urban planning would lead to. Anyway, the evaluation of Zhengzhou residents on urban planning was "Zhengzhou, Zhengzhou, digging ditches every day. If not digging for a day, it's not called Zhengzhou."

Chen Ke himself had vigorously criticized this matter when eating and drinking with his brothers, and also discussed this matter when eating with engineers from the Urban Planning Bureau. The engineers were also full of bitterness, "The city expands so fast, it changes almost every day. The financial allocation is only enough for patching up. It won't do without digging ditches. And who can be so awesome to have a comprehensive and accurate prediction of the development in the next ten years or so at once. Even if there is such a capable person, how could they stay in this small place of Zhengzhou."

This conversation left a deep impression on Chen Ke. Even if it was impossible to predict the next few decades, leaving enough redundancy was always possible. Chen Ke had been a programmer at any rate, and he also had a deeply felt pain for functional requirements that changed almost every day. So in the beginning in Anqing, it focused on large-scale land enclosure and comprehensive new urban district construction. The new urban district considered wind direction, natural conditions, water supply systems, and finally placed industrial zones and residential zones.

According to the situation provided by the traffic police, about a hundred women went to protest this time. If this small number of people were in the new urban district, gathering in a pile wouldn't even be able to block the main road. But in the old city district, this blocked a street completely dead.

"I'll go there personally," Ren Qiying said.

"Do we need to notify the Municipal Committee to hold a meeting? Which comrades should go with you?" the secretary asked.

"No need to go with other comrades, I alone am enough. This time I'm not going to wave flags and shout for these female comrades. Instead, I'm going to persuade them not to hinder social normal work first," Ren Qiying replied.

"Will that have a bad influence? After all, work on women's liberation is currently being carried out," the secretary was a bit surprised.

"Women's liberation is a matter of course. We are persuading the female comrades to leave now, not because we oppose women's liberation," Ren Qiying replied. "I can still distinguish this responsibility clearly."

The Municipal Committee was currently still working in the Governor's Yamen in the old city district, very close to the location of the incident. Ren Qiying and her party heard the women's challenges from far away. Because *Tongcheng Night Talk* dared not open the door, the women simply started giving street speeches.

"The new government says everyone is equal before labor. Are we women worse than others in labor? Yes, we may not be as good as men in physical work like carrying packages, so we don't compete for these positions. But in schools, we women work as teachers. In printing houses, we women do text typesetting. In textile factories, we women work as textile workers. In various commercial departments, accounting is done entirely by women, working as salespersons. In hospitals, we women work as nurses and doctors. Everyone does not do bad work, not a bit worse than men. And these guys from *Tongcheng Night Talk* look down on women, thinking that women supporting themselves is treason and heresy. Women coming out to work and supporting themselves is absolutely not treason and heresy. Those people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* who dare not come out are the ones devoid of conscience and with obliterated conscience!"

A woman in her early twenties was holding an electric loudspeaker, shouting loudly to the surrounding masses. The emotions of the surrounding women had been mobilized. Hearing the criticism of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, many people were already shouting loudly, "Down with *Tongcheng Night Talk*, down with these counter-revolutionary elements!"

"People of *Tongcheng Night Talk*, come out and explain clearly!"

Ren Qiying didn't know this woman, but she was amused by this slogan. She turned her head and said to the secretary, "Who is the speaker? Check it out after the crowd disperses."

"Okay," the secretary replied.

Ren Qiying first found the traffic police comrades who were struggling to maintain traffic nearby. Seeing Mayor Ren Qiying coming, the traffic police breathed a sigh of relief, "Mayor Ren, you go up and persuade them. So many female comrades, we dare not say much either. Just now we persuaded them to leave, but these female comrades took out the 'Constitution' and told us that assembly is their right as citizens."

"Haha." Ren Qiying couldn't help laughing out loud. She actually completely didn't expect the move of using the constitution to argue for oneself, "Traffic police comrades have worked hard. Let me talk to the comrades gathering for the next things."

Because the core members of this gathering were all women, no men dared to squeeze together with the women; they were all on the periphery. Ren Qiying, wearing a dark blue uniform, entered among the women without encountering any resistance. Until she appeared in the core of the gathering crowd, the woman giving the speech recognized Ren Qiying. After shouting "Mayor Ren", the women looked at Ren Qiying in surprise. After a moment of silence, the speaking woman shouted excitedly holding the loudspeaker, "Women comrades, Mayor Ren has come to support us!"

The core women of the entire gathering suddenly erupted in a burst of cheers.

"Mayor Ren, you must help us drag out all the guys from *Tongcheng Night Talk*!"

"Make them explain clearly what those bullshit words they said in the newspaper mean!"

The woman delivering the speech stood on a stool. Amidst the chaotic shouts of the women, Ren Qiying took the electric loudspeaker and stood on the stool. "Fellow female comrades, hello everyone. And the comrades watching, hello everyone. I am Anqing Mayor Ren Qiying. I came this time to talk to everyone in the capacity of Anqing Mayor."

Seeing Ren Qiying speak simply, directly, responsibly, and straightforwardly, completely full of style, the women couldn't help but cheer enthusiastically, "Hello, Mayor Ren!"

Ren Qiying waved to the people below, resulting in even more enthusiastic cheers and applause from the women. Until the sound subsided slightly, Ren Qiying continued, "I have two things for coming this time. The first thing, as the Mayor of Anqing, my attitude towards women's liberation is absolute support. For you women daring to express your attitude and carry out a solemn struggle with those who oppose women's liberation, I admire you! I want to praise everyone; you have done a very meaningful thing in the women's liberation movement."

The cheers of the women in the core area of the opportunity rang out immediately, and not just the core area. Ren Qiying stood high and saw far; there were also looks of joy on the faces of the women watching around.

"Similarly, as the Mayor of Anqing, my second thing is to ask everyone to disperse for the time being. This is not because I am double-dealing, saying one thing and doing another, but because everyone has really blocked the road. It has affected traffic. I heard that when you came this time, holding the constitution in hand, demanding to realize your rights. This is very good. The constitution indeed stipulates our rights and obligations. Similarly, I think that as equal citizens in society, everyone also has the obligation to maintain the normal operation of society. The meaning you want to express has already been expressed now. People say there should be propriety in doing things. Everyone gathered here today, what do you want to express? Is it to express the attitude that women resolutely do not accept discrimination, or is it merely to express anger towards those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk*? But no matter which one, I think it should stop at a proper limit. Because this street does not belong to those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk*. So blocking normal passage for a long time is not the attitude and method that women as masters of society should have. What do you think?"

Hearing Ren Qiying criticizing them, some of the women were quite surprised, and some even felt very aggrieved.

"Mayor Ren, do you mean we can't continue to demonstrate here?"

"Mayor Ren, are you going to let this bunch of people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* continue to talk nonsense in their broken newspaper?"

Ren Qiying smiled and said, "Broad female comrades, you are citizens, of course, you must have the magnanimity of citizens. This group of people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* are also citizens, and they also have their own rights. When we talk about freedom of speech, we mean the right to speak. Even if it is nonsense, these people also have the power to speak nonsense. On this point, we women must have this broad-mindedness, must have this magnanimity, and must allow these people to talk nonsense, right? A group of men talking nonsense made everyone so angry; they are not worthy."

A burst of laughter came from the women. The woman who spoke just now said loudly, "Mayor Ren, the government only says it wants women's liberation, but now it hasn't refuted newspapers like *Tongcheng Night Talk* at all. If they continue to talk nonsense like this, it will seem like what they say is reasonable."

"The purpose of this street is for people to walk. Men can walk, and women can also walk. As the mayor, I treat everyone equally. No matter who obstructs this street, I will come to persuade them. Moreover, women's liberation is an action, not a slogan. Whether you have obtained equal rights, this is the core of women's liberation. Has everyone obtained the current employment opportunities? Have you obtained equal education opportunities? These things are what we want to strive for and solve at present. If *Tongcheng Night Talk* obstructs these opportunities, I can guarantee everyone that I can not only drag them out for criticism but also raze *Tongcheng Night Talk* to the ground. But now they are just powerless in the face of women's liberation, barking a few times like a beaten dog. If you treat a barking dog as the greatest enemy, I think this is lowering your own status. They are not worthy."

A burst of laughter erupted from the crowd of women. Ren Qiying accurately pointed out the focus of the contradiction. These women indeed regarded *Tongcheng Night Talk* as the greatest enemy at present, but after Ren Qiying's metaphor, everyone suddenly discovered that *Tongcheng Night Talk* had no power. In front of women, in front of the women's liberation movement, those people in *Tongcheng Night Talk* were just beaten dogs.

The angry mood was calmed, and self-identity was satisfied as never before. The women's emotions were no longer so excited. Ren Qiying took the opportunity to jump off the stool and began to shake hands with the women around her one by one, praising their brave spirit of daring to struggle while persuading them to disband the gathering and not to obstruct traffic.

Many of these women saw the long-admired female Mayor Ren Qiying for the first time. Everyone shook hands with Ren Qiying enthusiastically and carefully looked at this woman who existed like a myth and legend in Anqing City. Many women dared to take to the streets this time because they knew of the existence of female Mayor Ren Qiying. This follower of Chairman Chen Ke, a steadfast female revolutionary fighter, appeared in front of everyone like this. She was so approachable, yet full of power.

Just as the gathered women were about to disperse, the gate of the *Tongcheng Night Talk* editorial office suddenly opened. Two angry middle-aged men stood at the door. One of them, a man with injuries on his face, shouted loudly, "Mayor Ren Qiying, please stay."

The gathered women originally didn't expect people from *Tongcheng Night Talk* to come out. Now seeing these people appear angrily, they were somewhat surprised.

Ren Qiying parted the crowd and walked in front of the two middle-aged men, "What advice do you two have?"

These two editors had already heard inside the room that female Mayor Ren Qiying had arrived, and her purpose was actually to maintain smooth traffic. Their hearts were mixed with joy and worry. But they didn't expect Ren Qiying to compare *Tongcheng Night Talk* to a beaten dog and tell women not to take *Tongcheng Night Talk* to heart. They could no longer endure it. Finally, driven by indignation and extreme humiliation, they forgot their fear and stepped forward.

The injured "Brother Sun" shouted loudly, "You violated the teachings of the sage, letting women show their faces in public and corrupting morals."

Ren Qiying turned back and waved to stop the noisy impulse of the gathered women behind her, then turned back and sneered, "Which sage is the sage you are talking about?"

"Brother Sun" was delighted in his heart. He said loudly, "Naturally, it is Sage Confucius."

"Are you sure you are talking about Mr. Kong Qiu from Shandong? Not referring to anyone else?" Ren Qiying said with a mischievous smile.

Hearing the name Kong Qiu, the beaten "Brother Sun" was both shocked and angry. He was naturally angry that Ren Qiying dared to call Confucius by his name directly. He was shocked that he had underestimated Ren Qiying. He originally thought that Ren Qiying should have learned the vernacular set of the People's Party and couldn't know Confucius' title.

However, Brother Sun had already spoken the words himself just now, so he naturally dared not take them back. He stiffened his neck and said, "Indeed, it is the Great Sage and First Teacher."

"That's good. Tell me, which sentence in the 'Analects' says that women cannot take to the streets and cannot work?" Ren Qiying said with a sneer. Ren Qiying had studied with her father since childhood. She not only memorized the "Analects" thoroughly but also had a quite profound understanding under the guidance of her father Ren Yugang. Really discussing the essence of the "Analects", Ren Qiying didn't think she had any reason to fear a pedantic scholar.

These words indeed cut to the point. Brother Sun was completely stumped by this question.
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Chapter 19: Enrollment Rate (Part 5)

The *Analects* is not very long; it mostly consists of aphorisms, where almost every section could be expanded into a full argumentative essay. It is not inappropriate that later disciples called it "subtle words with profound meaning." The problem is that the content is voluminous. Trying to memorize it all, let alone having a personal perspective on every passage, is already very difficult—not to mention being asked to produce specific content on the spot.

Ren Qiying demanded that "Brother Sun" identify exactly which sentence in the *Analects* stated that women could not go out on the streets or work. This immediately stumped "Brother Sun." He had spoken with such absolute certainty just a moment ago, and Ren Qiying had pinned him down on his claim that "the Sage" referred to Confucius. Now, after wracking his brain, he couldn't say a word.

"Brother Zhu," standing beside him, saw that things were going south. If "Brother Sun" were stumped by this young woman, Ren Qiying, in front of such a dark mass of women, where would the face of *Tongcheng Night Talk* go if word got out? Regardless of the consequences, "Brother Zhu" stiffened his neck and said, "Only women and small men are hard to handle."

"Oh? You remembered that one?" Ren Qiying sneered. "In the *Ba Yi* chapter, 'The head of the Ji family was about to sacrifice to Mount Tai. The Master said to Ran You...' what is the sentence after that?"

"Brother Zhu's" face turned extremely ugly. The next sentence was, "Can you not save him?" (Nu fu neng jiu yu). In this context, the character *nu* (woman) is a loan character for *ru* (you).

Before "Brother Zhu" could come up with an objection, he heard Ren Qiying continue with a cold sneer, "There are eighteen 'woman' characters in the *Analects*, and seventeen of them are used as 'you'. How is it that only in this one sentence did Confucius use 'woman' in its literal sense? Sir, I'm afraid you are comparing yourself to Yang Huo or the disciples of Confucius, aren't you?"

This remark was ruthless. "Only women and small men are hard to handle" comes from the *Yang Huo* chapter of the *Analects*. Yang Huo was a standard rebellious official and traitor. If "woman" meant "you," then this was Confucius cursing Yang Huo. Even if Confucius said it to his students, it would be the old master scolding his students for not making progress. It absolutely could not be considered praise.

The faces of "Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" were turning green. They had never had the experience of discussing the *Analects* with women, let alone with a woman who understood the *Analects*. Under such an attack, the two couldn't find any words to respond.

Ren Qiying had no intention of quitting while she was ahead. She continued to sneer, "I thought you would mention the *Tai Bo* chapter. King Wu said, 'I have ten able ministers.' Confucius said, 'Talent is difficult to find, is it not? From the times of Tang and Yu, this was the peak. There was a woman among them, so there were only nine men.' But even if you mentioned this, that woman was a minister of King Wu. You few sour scholars haven't even held office. If you were in the time of King Wu, and that woman who served as King Wu's minister went out, you would have to kowtow and kneel if you met her on the road. If you didn't kneel well enough, you'd get the bamboo plank at best, or lose your heads at worst. Compared to that woman, you are nothing but grass and mustard."

The faces of "Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" were no longer just green; they were flashing between red and white. If men were discussing the *Analects*, they naturally wouldn't speak up for women like this. Moreover, when men discussed the *Analects*, there was no place for women to interrupt. But Ren Qiying was not only a woman, she was also the local chief administrator of Anqing City, just like that female minister of King Wu. In terms of power, Ren Qiying stood high above these literati of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. When Ren Qiying displayed sufficient scholarship, the two were completely unable to resist. The Confucian tradition was one of strict hierarchy; the difference in status and identity meant that Ren Qiying was naturally more noble than the two of them.

But if they submitted now, it would mean the total defeat of *Tongcheng Night Talk*. The People's Party had not employed old literati up to this point. Even those who had defected to the People's Party and were being used, like Yan Fu and Feng Xu, were men of such strong ability and great reputation that a group of scholars in this place like Anqing dared not compare themselves to them. They had no reputation to begin with; if they were refuted by a woman now, they really wouldn't need to mix in Anqing's literary circles anymore.

Thinking it over, there was absolutely no way to refute Ren Qiying in a short time. In his desperation, "Brother Sun" said, almost flustered and exasperated, "King Wu having a woman as an official, that was in the past. At present, we cannot be stuck in the past."

"Stuck in the past?" Ren Qiying couldn't help but laugh out loud. "You have the nerve to say such things. Just a moment ago, you said that liberating women violated the teachings of the Sage, that letting women show their faces in public ruined public morals. How is it that now, saying women can be officials is 'stuck in the past'? You said Confucius opposed women's liberation, but when I asked you to state where Confucius said that, you couldn't. What exactly are you trying to say?"

"Brother Sun" and "Brother Zhu" could say nothing more. "Brother Sun" reacted quickly, however; he suddenly let out a cold laugh, turned around, and slammed the courtyard door shut heavily, as if giving Ren Qiying the cold shoulder. Since these remarks were all citations from the *Analects*, the women behind Ren Qiying didn't quite understand what the words meant. Although they knew Ren Qiying had gained the upper hand, seeing the man named Sun acting so arrogantly, someone immediately shouted, "Speak reason if you have reason! Who are you slamming the door at?"

Ren Qiying was also furious inside. Even if old literati lost an argument and ran out of words, they would usually say a few polite conventional phrases. Slamming the door so abruptly showed not a trace of the demeanor of an old scholar. But Ren Qiying was the mayor after all, and she couldn't get sulky over such a small matter. Turning around, Ren Qiying shouted to the angry women behind her, "Fellow female compatriots, the women's liberation movement is unstoppable. No matter who stands in front of the women's movement and tries to stop it, they are eggs striking a rock—they will surely be crushed. So everyone must have confidence. The rule of the women's movement is that everyone is equal before labor. As long as everyone sticks to this rule, our People's Party will definitely back up the vast number of women, allowing you to support yourselves by your own means. You will never have to suffer anyone's anger again."

Seeing Ren Qiying's determined expression and hearing her powerful voice, the women applauded in unison. The women standing in the front row stepped forward one after another to shake hands with Ren Qiying. Ren Qiying also shook hands with every woman openly and generously. Whether the palms were rough or delicate, Ren Qiying's attitude toward every woman was equally warm.

On April 15, 1913, the People's Party's *Anqing Daily* officially began its propaganda campaign. Upholding the instructions of the Central Committee, the newspaper did not focus on recalling the "bitterness and deep hatred" of women's miserable pasts. Instead, it faced the future. It not only pointed out the bright future era to women but also appealed to the whole of society: "In a new era where labor is the measure of a person's social value, if oppressing humans becomes a reasonable existence, if oppressing women becomes a reasonable existence, then oppressing men will also become a common occurrence. If you do not want to be bullied, the only path is to thoroughly eliminate oppression."

The vernacular story "Benediction" was also published in the newspaper, very appropriate for the occasion.

*Tongcheng Night Talk* fell silent. The female typesetters at the printing bureau resolutely opposed printing the *Tongcheng Night Talk* newspaper. Seeing that Mayor Ren Qiying was implicitly involved in this matter, and that the urban women's liberation movement was in full swing, the printing bureau simply politely refused *Tongcheng Night Talk*'s application for printing. With the platform for this bunch of old literati to speak destroyed, they became a silent minority.

It wasn't just Anqing; according to intelligence gathered by the People's Party Central Committee, the women's liberation movement was proceeding well in all cities with a large number of factories. The Women's Federation expanded rapidly, and women dared to speak up. Many comrades in the Central Committee expressed optimism about such a situation. But Chen Ke did not look too happy.

Cities were the areas with the highest national administrative efficiency. With a complete household registration system, a rigorous system, a high proportion of government management departments, and a high employment rate, if women's liberation couldn't even be mobilized in the cities, it could only mean the People's Party's standards were too lousy. Therefore, the intelligence received at the moment did not merit unconditional optimism. At least in Chen Ke's view, two key statistics were far from reaching a level that satisfied him. But Chen Ke did not voice his thoughts. Nothing could be accomplished in one stroke, and women's liberation was the same. To have the current achievements, where women at least dared to oppose those guys who blatantly demanded the suppression of the women's liberation movement, could be considered real progress.

If Chen Ke didn't say it, someone would always say it. Lu Huitian raised the issue, "Chairman Chen, the female enrollment rate and the female employment rate have not increased immediately. Should we issue a document specifically to urge this?"

Zhang Yu did not directly sing a contrary tune this time, and the other comrades of the Central Committee also remained silent, making Lu Huitian feel a bit uncomfortable. Seeing that the meeting was about to go cold, Chen Ke said, "This all takes time. Increasing the female employment rate also involves investment issues. For now, we must grasp the construction of various night schools and training classes. We must prepare for the coming peak in employment."

Seeing that Chen Ke had made the decision, Lu Huitian said excitedly, "Once the equipment from the United States arrives this time, the scale of industrial workers will definitely expand. However, the comrades at the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense don't seem very supportive of the night schools."

The population of the Wuhan urban area was currently close to 900,000, the highest among the People's Party cities. Wuhan was currently the People's Party's largest industrial center. If it could obtain more imported equipment from the United States, Wuhan would develop even faster. Based on this, Lu Huitian's excitement was completely imaginable.

Zhang Yu finally spoke up. "Chairman Chen, the women's liberation movement looks very lively right now, but in actual advancement, the effects seem limited."

Finally, someone dared to mention this. Chen Ke saw the expressions of quite a few Central Committee members turn not so good. Zhang Yu had already made it clear to the Central Committee that he wanted to go to Henan to work. The Central Committee didn't have any strong objections. However, Henan had a large population and vast land, and it would inevitably be the first to bear the brunt of the war in the future. Chen Ke still hoped Zhang Yu could absorb more experience before setting off. Especially work like women's liberation, which had never been done before.

"To analyze this problem, we still have to start from contradictions. I think Comrade Ren Qiying did a good job this time. All the intelligence indicates one thing: regarding liberating women, the male comrades are all taking things for granted." Chen Ke had to criticize.

Those present were basically all men, and this "map cannon" fired by Chen Ke left the comrades quite stunned.

Chen Ke had no intention of playing charades. "Women's liberation is not a feminist movement. Some people might feel that women's liberation means giving women a lot of power. I think this is also going down the wrong path. Women's power is won by themselves in struggle. Giving women power out of thin air, thinking that women can be liberated by the bestowal of our People's Party and government—this is daydreaming and is doomed to fail. We want to create a system where everyone is equal before labor. Do not treat this issue as the highest program, but rather, later on, when men and women can undertake a certain post equally, can we give women equal selection rights? But no matter what, this is built on the foundation of labor. It is not about seeing a woman and thinking of liberating women. Therefore, I think Comrade Ren Qiying did the best. As a woman herself, she precisely did not indulge women without a bottom line."
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Chapter 20: Enrollment Rate (Part 6)

Lu Huitian had always greatly admired Chen Ke, though he did not wish to publicize this fact widely on this particular issue. This was because there were countless people within the Party who publicly claimed to be Chen Ke's faithful disciples. Whether Lu Huitian declared his stance or not was fundamentally meaningless. Moreover, Lu Huitian was a scholar by background, and he attached considerable importance to his own strength of character, whether sincere or feigned. Lu Huitian found sycophancy completely unacceptable. However, this did not mean that Lu Huitian did not support Chen Ke in his heart.

Regarding women's liberation, Lu Huitian originally thought it would be enough to simply give women a few more benefits. Due to his bureaucratic nature, at the level of specific implementation, Lu Huitian also believed that some window dressing and gimmicks would be needed in certain areas, and that would be about enough to solve the problem. But facing the results of the women's liberation movement and Chen Ke's attitude toward it—just like Chen Ke's performance in other policies—gave Lu Huitian quite a shock.

"The core political philosophy of our People's Party is the belief that labor created everything in human society. in the women's liberation movement, we are not simply giving women benefits, but upholding the policy that everyone is equal before labor, giving laborers equal opportunities without any discrimination. Therefore, within our People's Party system, if anyone opposes gender equality and their first thought upon seeing a woman is that she is incompetent, they are essentially opposing the policy that everyone is equal before labor. But let me emphasize once again, political philosophy and policy are not the same thing. Political philosophy is a view of the essence of the world, while policy is the strategy and method derived from this view and the actual situation faced. One must not lean too far to the left and think that because the political philosophy is correct, the practical level must also be correct. Nor should one lean too far to the right and think that if something goes wrong at the practical level, there must be a problem with the philosophy itself. Both of these viewpoints are erroneous views that believe there is absolute truth in the world. There has never been absolute truth in this world; everything is relative..."

Lu Huitian's understanding of the theoretical level was naturally beyond the reach of ordinary people. He could tell which comrades did not fully understand what Chen Ke was saying. And Lu Huitian also had a good idea of whether he himself would lean left or right in his work.

Returning to the Provincial Committee, Lu Huitian immediately convened a Provincial Committee meeting. First, he conveyed the attitude and instructions of the Central Committee, then Lu Huitian continued, "In the coming month, we will continue to start recruitment. And we must clearly publicize the conditions required for recruitment. When recruiting, we must emphasize the selection of men and women. If a position can be filled by a woman, we must treat everyone equally."

This approach was somewhat different from the previous method in Hubei of vigorously promoting slogans like "Female employment benefits the country and the people" and "Women's liberation must be achieved." The comrades were slightly stunned. "Has the women's liberation movement not ended yet?" a comrade asked.

This was a question Lu Huitian could absolutely imagine. Just as Chen Ke had said, some comrades at present indeed viewed the women's liberation movement as a purely political movement and political propaganda, and had not fully implemented this movement at the practical level.

"Do comrades have no confidence in the employment arrangement issue?" Lu Huitian asked.

"The current employment situation is not optimistic. More and more people are coming to Wuhan from the countryside. It is already quite difficult for us to fully settle the men among this labor force. If we put female employment at the forefront again, not to mention how many more problems will arise." Lin Shenhe, the Director of the Hubei Police Department, replied, "If women are willing to come work at the police station, as long as they can pass the political review, I actually welcome them. But the primary condition is that they must have received sufficient education. We won't take anyone who isn't a junior high school graduate. Or they can attend our police academy after graduating from elementary school."

Quite a few comrades felt admiration for Lin Shenhe's "slickness." While saying that the specific situation was not optimistic, Lin Shenhe still provided certain employment opportunities, which was truly admirable.

With Lin Shenhe as an example, comrades from other departments also made similar speeches. The general content was, "Recruiting people is fine, but they must be at least junior high school graduates."

"Fine, then write these conditions into a notice and post it, and vigorously publicize it in Hubei." Lu Huitian said, "Write clearly how many people will be recruited this year, whether men or women are being recruited. Include how many people will be recruited next year, gender requirements, and educational requirements. Also include what kind of help we can provide if people with insufficient education are willing to go to school; write it all clearly. But there is one point: for jobs with no gender restrictions, this must be emphasized and explained."

Lu Huitian's last sentence made many comrades feel there was deep meaning behind it. Xie Mingxian, the Vice Governor in charge of education and propaganda, asked, "So the work regarding women's liberation just passes like this?"

One of the cadres in the Hubei Provincial Committee who genuinely supported women's liberation work was Xie Mingxian. His question also voiced the doubts of some Hubei cadres. Lu Huitian replied, "Women's liberation is not liberation under the old society, but a lifestyle that women under the new society of our base area must accept. First of all, it is based on the foundation that the state guarantees employment opportunities for the masses. Where were these employment opportunities under the old society? So first there must be employment opportunities, then we talk about opening this portion of employment opportunities to women. It is not that the women's liberation movement ends here, but that the women's liberation movement is now officially entering a new stage."

"Exactly how many positions can be provided?" Xie Mingxian continued to ask.

"That depends on the statistical data; asking here is useless," Lu Huitian replied.

The statistical data came out in a week. In the first batch of recruitment, government departments under the jurisdiction of the Hubei Provincial Government, including the postal service, hospitals, police, and judiciary, needed 44,000 positions. Almost simultaneously, the statistics from the People's Party's Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense also came out. In Hubei, the People's Party's industrial sector provided 187,000 positions. Together, the two sides provided over 200,000 jobs. Moreover, both sides almost coincidentally stated in their announcements that these positions were open to both men and women. Especially in medical and postal units, both sides put forward the clarification that women would be given priority under equal conditions.

After these notices were posted, the whole of Hubei caused a sensation.

In the past, recruitment was mostly done by schools. Especially for junior high students signing employment contracts with the government, it was basically a commissioned training system. This recruitment method, similar to "apprenticeships," had also achieved considerable results. This was the first time Hubei Province had officially recruited labor based on "educational background." The impact of this on the entire society was even greater. As long as one had an education, one could choose a job independently. Not to mention being able to work in a big city like Wuhan; this situation made even some knowledgeable people feel a sense of excitement. Not to mention that these notices described each position.

According to the feedback, people coming to inquire about positions were in an endless stream everywhere, especially the positions provided by government departments, which were the key objects of inquiry. in the imagination of the masses, following the government meant becoming an official. If becoming an official only required one's child to attend junior high school, this temptation was no ordinary one.

By June, which was before the new junior high school semester started, the number of applicants for junior high school in Hubei had more than doubled compared to previous years, and the proportion of women continuing to junior high school was more than four times higher than last year.

Official documents reporting work situations flowed through the People's Party's system. When someone proposed a new method, other places would naturally follow and learn. In September 1913, new junior high school enrollment data was reported. The number of junior high students in the base areas increased by double, reaching 1 million, and the female enrollment rate increased from 10% to 30%. Compared to a year ago, the situation had been greatly improved.

Chen Ke could only be temporarily satisfied with the current situation. The People's Party was not unconditionally optimistic about the increase in the female enrollment rate. Exactly how many of these people had their eyes on government staff positions was a question that was truly hard to explain.

"What we need to do now is mainly to continuously and permanently extract labor from the countryside. Only when the rural labor force decreases can the living environment improve. If there aren't enough people, and female infants also have opportunities in the future, or even opportunities to bring glory to their ancestors, combined with local political propaganda, incidents of infanticide will also decrease accordingly." Chen Ke never held any moralistic attitude at the practical level. "Moreover, the loan agreement we reached with the United States has reached the final stage, and an agreement could be reached at any time. Comrades should also pay attention to this situation. Our demand for labor is very likely to have a big explosion in the short term."

Throughout 1913, Europe and America fell into an economic crisis, which was extremely obvious in the trade between the People's Party and the United States. When goods couldn't be sold, the machinery manufacturing business was even less likely to prosper. Among American merchants, especially those with good intelligence in Washington, there was talk that the US government was preparing to negotiate a government loan with the People's Party. The amount was so large that it sparked all kinds of irresponsible rumors among merchants. From 100 million dollars to 1 billion dollars, the rumors became more and more mysterious.

Neither the US government, the Treasury Department, nor the Federal Reserve came out to refute the rumors. This strengthened the confidence of American merchants; it seemed this big loan was definitely not baseless wind. Moreover, judging by the People's Party's consistent trade methods, they always focused on purchasing mechanical equipment. Stocks of enterprises engaged in machinery manufacturing bucked the trend and rose for a time, with some enterprises waiting for this major positive news to turn from news into fact.

But the matter sounded real no matter how one listened to it; the only problem was that it hadn't become real for a long time. Those companies that had already been forced to the brink of bankruptcy by cash flow problems simply implemented price-cutting sales strategies early on. Mechanical equipment was sold off, and some less terrible companies were just waiting for news. The direct result was that business got worse and worse.

Enterprises with connections in Congress had privately probed lawmakers for information many times, and the news they received was always that Congress was discussing it. As for the content of the discussion, it was quite serious: "Does the People's Party have the ability to protect itself!"

It was precisely because of this concern that Congress had never been able to make up its mind to finalize the decision on this issue.
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Chapter 21 Prelude (Part 1)

Wang Bin, as the People's Party's commercial representative in the United States, had been incredibly busy these days. Every day before bed, he had to read the day's list and meeting minutes three or four times to recall exactly what he had done during the day. Then he had to read the next day's work list three times, organize it in his mind, and roughly understand what he was going to do. After getting up the next day, he would immediately get busy non-stop according to the list.

The attitude of the American side was very firm. Since reaching a verbal agreement with the People's Party, they really had not imported raw silk from Japan anymore, and the raw silk trade between the People's Party and the United States immediately stepped up to a whole new level. In September 1913, the People's Party traded 150,000 quintals of raw silk with the United States, which was 300,000 dan, or 300 million jin. The total value exceeded 300 million Haikwan taels. Roughly equivalent to 200 million US dollars. Although such a huge sum of money was not paid all at once, but spent in installments. However, with such a large volume of equipment procurement, the contracts could definitely not be negotiated in a short while.

Such booming trade made Wang Bin feel a sense of pride, but also a sense of unease. Whether they were American businessmen or officials, they all asked Wang Bin more than once, directly or implicitly: Does China have the ability to use all this equipment? Will there be a problem of overcapacity like in the United States?

Wang Bin would politely listen to these people, and then frankly admit according to the pre-arranged response that the People's Party was not considering this issue for the time being, and would deal with it when it encountered it later. Although he could say this with his mouth, Wang Bin was actually not very assured in his heart. However, he had at least witnessed the strength of German and American industry with his own eyes, and had also witnessed the backwardness of China in the Manchu Qing era. Having devoted himself to the industrial system built by the People's Party in the past few years, Wang Bin firmly believed that as long as there was the People's Party led by Chen Ke, there were no problems that could not be overcome.

The personnel of the People's Party's North American Commerce Office were divided into two categories. One category was the technical personnel from the Base Area. They were mainly technical personnel transferred from various industrial sectors of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, sent to the United States to be responsible for technical work. These frontline technical personnel came here, firstly to conduct field inspections of American industry, and secondly to make relatively reliable suggestions on procurement based on the technical problems actually encountered by the People's Party.

The other part was commercial negotiators. Although it was an economic crisis, it did not mean that commercial negotiations could adopt the attitude of "money is king". The People's Party had military power in China, but not in the United States. Appropriate business strategies were still necessary. At least these American companies had to make money. If the Yankees lost money, they would definitely try every means to make things difficult for the People's Party's US Commerce Office. Moreover, commercial negotiators also played the role of an intelligence collection station. In business negotiations, everyone would always chat, and there would be intelligence exchange in the chat. This was also inevitable.

By the end of September, more and more news was gathered through various channels, and the North American Intelligence Station reached two conclusions. Britain and Japan had begun to prepare to fully support Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang clique, while the US government was still arguing endlessly about lending to the People's Party.

Regarding the Anglo-Japanese support for Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke had made a prediction as early as when the intentional loan agreement was reached with the United States. Especially after the United States began to deliberately make things difficult for Japan, this was no longer surprising. Half of Japan's exports relied on raw silk, and the United States was Japan's largest export destination. Relying on its connections in Southeast Asia, the People's Party was ruthlessly encroaching on Japan's market in Southeast Asia. In the Chinese market, the People's Party's goods were invincible, gradually squeezing Japanese goods out of the Chinese market. With the combination of several effects, it would be the strangest thing if Japan supported the People's Party.

Wang Bin just couldn't quite figure out whether the United States was doing this to deliberately provoke Sino-Japanese conflicts? Or was it merely out of resentment towards Britain, so it habitually struck at Japan, Britain's follower in Asia?

But these were not very important. The slogan of the People's Party was "Self-reliance and ample food and clothing". It is better to rely on oneself than on others. At a time when the People's Party was doing its utmost to establish China's industrial system, China's path had been set: either get rid of foreign oppression as an industrial country, or never be able to stand up as an agricultural country. No matter what tricks the Americans played now, the People's Party could do nothing about the United States. Instead of thinking wildly all day long, it was better to pretend not to see it; out of sight, out of mind.

Therefore, Wang Bin completely ignored the US government's loan debate. In the current economic crisis, it was not easy for the United States to find a large market like the People's Party Base Area. Even without loans from the US government, a large number of American companies on the verge of bankruptcy were begging Wang Bin to sell their goods. Given the current total trade volume between the Base Area and the United States, especially the miserable state of the American machinery manufacturing industry, the procurement team led by Wang Bin could already overfill their acquisition tasks.

Moreover, some businessmen who very much hoped that the US government would reach a loan agreement with the People's Party privately revealed some "inside information" to Wang Bin. Some US congressmen were worried that after Britain and Japan fully supported Yuan Shikai, a civil war would break out in China. If the People's Party failed, the US investment in the People's Party would probably be wasted. With the current naval power of the United States, it was simply impossible to cross the Pacific Ocean to challenge Britain's hegemonic position in East Asia.

Wang Bin knew that these merchants were hinting that he should try to lobby US congressmen. When encountering these "kind reminders", Wang Bin just smiled indifferently, but did not continue the conversation at all. Wang Bin did not think it was necessary to spend the People's Party's hard-earned money on bribing US politicians. Technical personnel newly arrived from the Base Area brought the latest intelligence from the Base Area. Due to relatively weak infrastructure, and a shortage of technical personnel and workers, the rapidly expanding industrial production in the Base Area was encountering significant problems. Accidents occurred in factories every few days. From power supply to production safety, the number of injuries and deaths was almost catching up with the human losses caused by war. Safety production education in factories was conducted almost every half month, and gruesome pictures of injuries and deaths were densely posted on the "Safety Production Education Board". The scale of the entire industrial system had expanded a lot, but the overall efficiency had not improved. Regardless of how great the sales pressure was in the United States, at least the demand in the Base Area was not so robust. So dragging it out was no big deal.

But in October, Samuel Bush, the American representative who had been responsible for negotiating with Chen Ke, came to see Wang Bin. Since the People's Party did not have an official liaison agency in the United States, the People's Party North American Commerce Office assumed the function of the official representative in the United States.

"Mr. Wang, if this loan agreement is passed, I wonder how much loan the People's Party intends to apply for from the United States?" Samuel Bush asked Wang Bin this question.

Wang Bin felt slightly surprised. Originally, the two sides had reached an agreement that the United States would provide a loan of about 200 million to the People's Party. This amount of money was actually not too much. Now the exchange rate of the British pound to the US dollar was 1:5, so a loan of 200 million US dollars was only 40 million pounds. Even at the originally stated upper limit of 400 million US dollars, it was only a quota of 80 million pounds. If the People's Party truly turned to the British side, not to mention 80 million pounds, based on the current total trade volume of the People's Party, borrowing 100 million pounds would not be difficult.

Since it was already so, Wang Bin did not answer the question directly. "Wasn't there a corresponding verbal agreement before? Is there a problem with the original quota?"

"There is no problem with the original quota. Since an agreement was reached, judging from the current trade situation, fulfilling the previous agreement is no problem at all. What I want to ask this time is what attitude the People's Party actually holds towards Britain." Samuel Bush went straight to the point.

Wang Bin smiled. As the North American representative of the People's Party, his stance on such issues was quite firm. He just didn't expect to have the opportunity to clarify his stance until now. A strange emotion arose in Wang Bin's heart. "Mr. Bush, our Chairman Chen of the People's Party wrote a song called 'My Motherland'. There is a line in the lyrics that can represent our attitude. 'If friends come, there is good wine. If the jackal comes, what awaits it is the shotgun.' Our People's Party will definitely adhere to the principle of China's national interests above all else. In terms of attitude towards the British, we are consistent."

"Can you be more detailed?" Samuel Bush was obviously not the sentimental type. He continued to ask very rigorously.

"Our People's Party believes that in today's world, closing the country to the outside world is outdated. Therefore, we welcome any behavior willing to conduct normal trade with us. But this does not mean that we accept other countries stationing troops in China and possessing many privileges in China. This is our attitude towards Britain." Wang Bin replied.

The meaning in these words was already very clear. The People's Party not only opposed Britain stationing troops in China and possessing privileges in China, but Wang Bin's words actually declared that China opposed any country's interference in China's sovereignty. Samuel Bush certainly understood the meaning inside these words. Although the United States also had troops stationed in China, he still nodded. "Then how does your side prepare to practice this foreign concept of yours?"

"Rich country, strong army." Wang Bin gave the answer.

This reply obviously made Samuel Bush quite satisfied. After talking with Wang Bin on some key issues, Samuel Bush put forward "suggestions" regarding the loan.

Different from the original loan quota of 100 million, 200 million, or even 400 million, in the new vision of the American side, the upper limit of the loan quota reached 400 million US dollars. Using silk and tea trade as collateral, the annual interest rate for each term of the loan was 5%, fully paid at 100%, and paid off in five years. But as a collateral deposit, the People's Party needed to first deposit gold worth 80 million US dollars in an American bank as collateral.

Hearing the condition of depositing gold as collateral first, a sneer couldn't help but appear on Wang Bin's face, but he did not interrupt Samuel Bush.

Samuel Bush naturally wouldn't fail to see this smile, but he continued to introduce the American conditions as if he hadn't seen it. The United States was willing to support the People's Party in military construction, including the army and navy. Arsenals, shipyards, the United States could support the People's Party with complete sets.

Wang Bin's expression had become serious. The meaning contained in such a statement was quite profound. The United States was willing to help the People's Party strengthen its military construction. This was not just as simple as selling equipment and technology to the People's Party. The People's Party's attitude of pursuing China's national independence was already very clear. The United States knew the People's Party's attitude but was still willing to support the People's Party, which meant that the United States was willing to accept the People's Party's attitude.

"I will transmit this intelligence back to the country." At the end of the meeting, Wang Bin gave Samuel Bush an answer.

A simple telegram was sent to the country, and more detailed content was also put on a cruise ship, heading towards the Base Area. Thanks to the increasingly prosperous trade, there were more and more ships from the West Coast of the United States to the Base Area. And the intelligence personnel of the North American Trade Office were analyzing the latest intelligence.

"The Yankees are planning to let us pull their chestnuts out of the fire? Anyway, they have always been very enthusiastic about striking at the British."

"Looking at the Yankees' plan, they are preparing to let us help them hold back the British."

Conspiracy theories are a unique tendency of people who have a little insight but no real great insight. Even within the People's Party, it was impossible to be immune to this. Comrades had already begun to guess the Americans' actions from the perspective of conspiracy theories without a teacher.

Wang Bin waved his hand to interrupt this speculation. "Now China's population is four times that of the United States. If our per capita industrial production capacity is the same as the United States, our total industrial value will be four times that of the United States. Even if the per capita industrial capacity is only half of the United States, our total value will be twice that of the United States. Our industrial capacity is twice that of the United States, so whatever conspiracy the United States engages in will be in vain. Therefore, this kind of speculation is meaningless. No matter what the conspiracy is, the result can only be seen when we fight with real swords and guns."

While speaking, Wang Bin noted down all these comrades in his heart. The personnel turnover of the People's Party's North American Commerce Office was fast, and Wang Bin prepared to send them back to China in the next batch. For a unit like the Commerce Office, stupidity was not feared, but petty cleverness was feared. One of the characteristics of petty cleverness was enthusiasm for conspiracy theories. If one only thought about speculation and trickery, the result would be completely forgetting the proper business.

"Then we just wait for domestic orders?" A comrade who didn't engage much in petty cleverness was a bit worried about this.

Wang Bin added the comrades with such concerns to the return list in his heart. The People's Party sent comrades halfway across the globe not to let comrades wait foolishly for orders. Everyone's job was to engage in trade. Before the domestic orders arrived, there must absolutely be no wavering in the job.

After settling the internal accounts, Wang Bin said: "Comrades, Chairman Chen likes to say on foreign issues that even if Butcher Zhang dies, we won't eat pork with hair. Our current trade volume is already enough to buy endless equipment. Whether Americans lend money or not has limited impact on us. What we have to do is to do a good job in trade. Research what industrial and agricultural products the United States needs besides raw silk and tea. What technical equipment our Base Area needs. This is trade, exchanging what one has for what one needs, and complementing each other's advantages."

Faced with such a candid statement, the comrades all expressed their agreement. And the domestic notification arrived very quickly, "Except that the gold collateral must be zero risk, everything else can be signed with the United States. Step up the purchase of production technology and equipment for high-temperature and high-pressure equipment."

Receiving this order, Wang Bin felt confident. Before he came to the United States this time, Chen Ke emphasized the current key point: improving core technologies. "The synthetic ammonia industry is one of the most important pillars of China in the next hundred years. Basic chemical fertilizers rely on nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Phosphate fertilizer and potash fertilizer can rely on mining, but nitrogen fertilizer can only rely on synthetic ammonia. Moreover, Comrade Wang Bin, you studied electrical engineering, so you should also know about the three acids and two bases in industry. Synthetic ammonia technology directly solves one acid and two bases, and is our most important chemical foundation. In this regard, being able to produce these products as soon as possible plays a key role in our country's industrial capability."

The People's Party's scientific and technological research and development adopted the "technology tree" expression mode, which arranged known disciplines in a tree-like pattern. For example, steel smelting, the required steps from mining to furnace building to steel rolling were clearly listed. Technical personnel had ideas for tackling key technical problems, and procurement personnel like Wang Bin could also conduct targeted procurement and recruit talents. At least until now, Wang Bin's work had not been criticized in any way. While Wang Bin felt a little guilty in his heart, he also felt that his work was basically on the right track.

After receiving domestic instructions, Wang Bin negotiated with Samuel Bush as a plenipotentiary representative. Regarding gold collateral, Wang Bin naturally would not directly object. He asked a question, "Mr. Bush, American banks can go bankrupt. Once a bankruptcy problem occurs, all funds and collateral under the depositor's account cannot be retrieved. I do not doubt the goodwill of the American side, but how can I guarantee to the country that our pre-stored gold will not suffer losses?"

"We will designate the most creditworthy banks. Mr. Wang can have sufficient trust in these banks." Samuel Bush persuaded.

Hearing this, Wang Bin smiled. "Let's not talk about trust, which hurts feelings, when doing business. Trust is never reliable. I must get more reliable guarantees. If it is not zero risk, our side cannot accept the condition of pre-storing gold."

Samuel Bush was slightly moved. "Does your side require the pre-stored gold to be zero risk?"

Wang Bin replied categorically: "That's right. We just require that our pre-stored gold be zero risk and not be affected by any bank failures or financial fluctuations."

Samuel Bush asked: "Then can you tell me your side's idea?"

"Since this batch of gold is used as a deposit, we didn't expect to take it back to China. Since we sincerely hope that the cooperation between the two sides can be maintained for a long time, Mr. Bush has to propose a solution that complies with US law." Wang Bin also told the truth.

Samuel Bush nodded. Since Wang Bin had revealed his bottom line, he had corresponding ideas.

The final solution was to hand over this gold to the Federal Reserve for management. Since the Federal Reserve was responsible for the monetary policy of the United States, it was logical for the Federal Reserve to manage this gold and use this gold to mortgage corresponding US dollars. After solving this problem, the subsequent agreement became quite smooth, even smoother than originally envisaged.

The Federal Reserve held the power of issuing US dollars. Since the United States was willing to support the People's Party in this regard, the rest depended on how many US dollars the Federal Reserve was willing to mortgage with the gold deposited by the People's Party in the Federal Reserve. As long as there was a policy, how much account funds the Federal Reserve approved was just printing symbols in a few small books.

Just the release of this news caused the stocks of American machinery manufacturing industries, especially heavy industry manufacturing companies, to rise to varying degrees. In the current economic crisis, there were too few buyers who could come up with so many US dollars to buy mechanical equipment on a large scale. With the People's Party as a big buyer, American machinery production enterprises felt that they saw the dawn.

However, not long after this news spread, Sir Humphrey of Britain went to Wuhan again to visit Chen Ke. Sir Humphrey came this time not with a threatening attitude, but with a naked threat statement. He seriously analyzed the Beiyang government's dissatisfaction and hostility towards the People's Party to Chen Ke, and mentioned again the fact that Beiyang was preparing to borrow from Britain. Sir Humphrey emphasized that in order to maintain the current situation in China, the People's Party could not break the balance by borrowing from the United States.

At this time, the Second Balkan War had ended. Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire signed the "Treaty of Istanbul", and the Balkan League, which had once united to strike the Ottoman Turkey, completely split. although Britain and Germany tried their best to avoid direct conflict, Britain, Germany, Austria, Russia, France, and Italy all had their own major interests in the Balkans, the "powder keg of Europe". After the Second Balkan War, the contradictions between the two major European blocs became more intensified. Germany and France were sworn enemies, and avoiding direct conflict between Britain and Germany had already exhausted the patience of the two countries. The Balkans, which did not border either country, became the venue for the wrestling between the two countries.

Since World War I was inevitable, Chen Ke's reply to Sir Humphrey was much simpler. "On Chinese soil, it is the People's Party's right to decide who to borrow money from. You British have no right to interfere."

Such a tough reply clearly demonstrated the People's Party's attitude to Sir Humphrey. Facing such a stubborn Chen Ke, Sir Humphrey gave up the effort to continue persuading. After returning to Beijing on October 20, he immediately presided over the agreement for the second Reorganization Loan with Beiyang. Given that the first Reorganization Loan had been spent cleanly by Yuan Shikai, the second Reorganization Loan provided the Beiyang clique with 100 million pounds of funds on more favorable terms. Given that China was a silver standard currency, the British side very considerately provided Yuan Shikai with a huge amount of silver and several sets of minting equipment.

With this considerate fund, Yuan Shikai began to mint silver dollars with his own head portrait as legal tender in large quantities. Chen Ke never expected that in this space-time where he appeared, the "Yuan Datou" (Yuan Big Head) was released in this way. The British minting equipment was really good. The silver alloy ratio was very good. The silver dollars were thick and bright, and rang when blown. Chen Ke himself couldn't help exchanging his salary for a few Yuan Datou as gifts for his daughter.

After the first Reorganization Loan, the Beiyang clique continued its military expansion plan. With the second Reorganization Loan, British weapons began to be shipped into China in large quantities. Because Japan's foreign trade was greatly impacted by the People's Party, in order to take care of its little brother, Britain also handed over part of the arms orders to Japan. The Beiyang Army was rapidly armed, mainly with British and Japanese equipment.

On the People's Party side, Chen Ke issued an order to extend the service period. At the same time, Chen Ke appointed Zhang Yu as the Secretary of the Henan Provincial Committee to officially take charge of the work in Henan. Driven by foreign powers, the conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang finally reached the stage of all-out war.
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Chapter 22 Prelude (Part 2)

In January 1914, the People's Party once again held a full Party Congress. Almost simultaneously, Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang government summoned the military governors of the provinces under his command to a meeting in Beijing. At the high-level meetings convened by both sides, both Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke set their strategies for the coming war.

"After we rectify the military system of the Beiyang Army and expand it to 25 corps and 100 divisions, we will still only have 2 million officers and soldiers. If we want to thoroughly defeat the People's Party and take back the five provinces they control, we also need the support of the southern provinces." Facing the Beiyang governors, Yuan Shikai looked grim, his voice full of power.

Chen Ke looked calm, but the comrades knew very well that this was the expression he wore after making a true strategic decision. "Comrades, the liberation of the people means the complete destruction of the old society and the old system. Beiyang might be the most powerful enemy in front of us, but the entire old system of China is the enemy of the people's revolution promoted by our People's Party. The future War of Liberation is not just about overthrowing Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang clique, but about liberating all of China!"

Yuan Shikai said loudly: "Everyone, the People's Party is acting against the natural order, openly declaring an agrarian revolution, plundering fertile fields, and slaughtering the gentry. The southern provinces have long been daring to be angry but not daring to speak. Some people also think that the best plan for now is to drive the tiger to swallow the wolf, letting the southern provinces fight the People's Party while we Beiyang build up our strength, waiting for the People's Party to exhaust themselves before we strike. This method might work on others, but it certainly won't work on the People's Party. This group of fanatics in the People's Party is good at bewitching the ignorant commoners, letting them unscrupulously continue to expand their territory in the south. If we Beiyang turn a blind eye, that would be sitting back and watching the People's Party grow too powerful."

Chen Ke explained while pointing at the map: "Comrades, in the past few years we have been constantly infiltrating the surrounding areas. The old rulers of the surrounding provinces hate us to the bone. Of course, we also believe that we must eliminate them. This war requires the mobilization of troops reaching 3 million. This will be an unprecedented mobilization. With 3 million troops in combat, and another 3 million industrial workers in the cities, the main point right now is to strengthen the organization and determine various systems as soon as possible. We rely on our advantages in efficiency and quantity to thoroughly crush the enemy."

"We Beiyang are the central government. Right now, we must lead all the provinces in China to extinguish the People's Party. So we must make sure all provinces stand on our side. A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. If we unite the southern provinces, the People's Party will definitely be destroyed." Yuan Shikai proposed the action plan for the near future.

"A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. The object that the people's revolution relies on is the masses of people who make up the largest number in China. Thoroughly mobilize the people, let the people recognize who their enemies really are, and we will inevitably be able to achieve final victory." Chen Ke once again emphasized the People's Party's platform.

There was no need to say too much at high-level meetings. Those without ability had long since been eliminated. After the two major groups in China made the determination to thoroughly wipe out the other side, the corresponding work immediately unfolded in full swing.

In February 1914, the steamship Sun Yat-sen was on docked in Tianjin. Accompanied by Hu Hanmin, Liao Zhongkai, and others, Sun Yat-sen walked down the gangway. The local Beiyang representatives of Tianjin City, who had long been waiting at the pier, had already warmly welcomed them. When Liao Zhongkai saw the representatives, his expression turned bad. Among the six people who came to welcome them, four had once participated in the Tongmenghui. When Liao Zhongkai and Wang Jingwei presided over the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui together, these four had all been their subordinates. He hadn't expected them to have all defected to Beiyang now.

Sun Yat-sen didn't mind, or at least he didn't show any sign of minding on his face. First, he went forward to shake hands with the people who came to welcome him. When the reporters took photos, Sun Yat-sen very habitually stood in the very center of the crowd and posed. After the simple welcoming ceremony ended, the Beiyang representatives told Sun Yat-sen that arrangements were now being made for the Tongmenghui party to take a train to Beijing. First, they would complete the paperwork for Sun Yat-sen to regain his Chinese citizenship, and then Yuan Shikai would send someone to receive Sun Yat-sen.

This news was public, and the People's Party soon received this intelligence. The Tongmenghui had been marginalized severely on China's political stage in recent years. However, the Tongmenghui was once China's largest revolutionary party. Plus, the Tongmenghui's management was chaotic, and it was too easy to join and leave, which conversely gave the Tongmenghui very broad connections. Whether in the south or the north, the number of people who had once joined the Tongmenghui was actually quite large. So after the People's Party intelligence department discussed it, they still submitted this news.

"Yuan Shikai is preparing to play the trick of buying horse bones with a thousand gold [recruiting talent by showing respect to the old/useless]." Chen Ke laughed at He Zudao, who was sitting opposite him, after reading the report.

With the war getting closer, He Zudao had returned to the General Political Department to serve as the Director of the General Political Department. Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao took the file and looked at it. But he didn't comment.

Chen Ke didn't really take this matter too much to heart either. The greatest threat the Tongmenghui could bring to the People's Party was nothing more than sending assassins. In terms of sending assassins, the Guangfu Society's ability was probably even above that of the Tongmenghui. Before Sun Yat-sen took the main cadres of the Tongmenghui to Beijing to accept the Beiyang government's "amnesty," the President of the Guangfu Society, Cai Yuanpei, had already arrived in Beijing with the national parliamentary representatives, preparing to participate in the 1914 parliamentary session. If there was worry, Chen Ke could only be more worried about the Guangfu Society's movements.

Seeing Chen Ke quickly finish reading a stack of newly delivered files, He Zudao finally said: "Chairman Chen, right now our Political Department has already gathered the comrades from other provinces and conducted political training. The outstanding comrades selected from among them can return to their local areas at any time to carry out preparatory work for the revolution. Our Political Department believes that the best direction for work right now is two-fold: one is Sichuan, the other is Hunan."

On the map in front of the two, the current base area of the People's Party presented a roughly distorted apple shape, but in the lower-left position, the "apple" had a piece indented. This light green area was marked with the words "Hunan."

"If we can seize Hunan, it would naturally be best for the next step of our strategy. However, the famous scholars of Hunan are very interested in participating in politics. How to solve these people is very troublesome. When I was in Jiangxi, while the troops were striking at bandits, they penetrated a lot into southern Hunan. Whenever we struck at bandits, Hunan gentry would jump out and gesture dictatorially." He Zudao said.

The bandits of western Hunan were very famous, and He Zudao spoke so implicitly that Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. The literary atmosphere in Hunan was relatively flourishing, and the gentry were exceptionally conservative. The local scholars absolutely could not have any good feelings towards the People's Party.

He Zudao didn't laugh. He said seriously: "Chairman Chen, having been in Jiangxi for so long, I am afraid of this bunch of scholars. Maybe I haven't found the method to work with these people, so every effort to make these people become laborers has failed."

Chen Ke laughed: "If you want to make that bunch labor, the only way to make them labor is to throw them into labor camps for forced labor. And this is still merely forced labor. As for reforming them into laborers, wait for the next life. Don't count on them in this life."

He Zudao nodded slightly. "But you and the comrades of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense don't have this problem."

"Sister You Gou and I are both from engineering backgrounds. Engineering doesn't raise people who sit in offices drinking tea. We all go down to the production line, working on the front line day and night. This bunch of literati neither understand this knowledge nor like doing this." Speaking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh out loud.

Hearing Chen Ke mention You Gou, He Zudao just smiled slightly, but what he said had nothing to do with Chen Ke's teasing. "Chairman Chen, do you intend to be lenient with the literati of Hunan?"

Seeing that He Zudao was so sharp, Chen Ke was also quite happy in his heart. "When implementing the system, I do not advocate killing people. But there are too many literati in Hunan, and our mass base in Hunan is currently insufficient. So once the struggle begins, I'm afraid a massacre will be unavoidable. This is what I am most worried about. Hunan is, after all, the old nest of the Xiang Army, and the folk customs are fierce and brave. Moreover, in recent years we have blocked the export of Hunan grain, so grain prices in Hunan haven't fluctuated much in recent years. So infiltration is better than a hard attack."

He Zudao agreed with this. "The effect of a slow advance is the best. However, previously, in order to avoid trouble, we weren't able to do it freely like in Henan. When will we change our strategy?"

"Wait until Yuan Shikai finishes this parliamentary session, then we will openly change our strategy." Chen Ke gave He Zudao a clear answer.

"Is this preparing for a head-on blow?" He Zudao asked.

"Correct. This time, Beiyang's parliament will definitely discuss the matter of besieging the base areas. We don't care what the other provinces think, Hunan is the next object of liberation. If we control Hunan, we gain a passage to march into Guangxi and Yunnan-Guizhou. In any case, the forward bases always need to be built up as much as possible."

Yuan Shikai didn't have telepathy, so even though Chen Ke was full of malice towards the parliamentary session being held in Beijing, Yuan Shikai didn't sneeze. The Governor of Hunan, Cen Chunming, was the younger brother of Yuan Shikai's old political enemy, Cen Chunxuan. In his heart, Yuan Shikai didn't want to take the initiative to get too close to Cen Chunming at all.

At present, Yuan Shikai had gathered the leaders of the assemblymen from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian provinces together to discuss the issue of how to deal with the People's Party. Wang Youhong, Cai Yuanpei, and Feng Guozhang represented the assembly groups of the three provinces respectively. The aggressive expansion of the People's Party made these three provinces feel heavy pressure. Wang Youhong and Feng Guozhang could still keep their cool on the surface, but Cai Yuanpei's attitude towards the People's Party was quite hostile.

"If the rebellious party is not eliminated in the various provinces, with the People's Party's means of bewitching the common people, the provinces will absolutely not have peace." Cai Yuanpei spoke with impassioned emotion.

Feng Guozhang finally couldn't help it somewhat. He said with a hint of sarcasm: "Old Cai, right now the most numerous in Fujian are members of the Guangfu Society. You are pervasive in Fujian. To eliminate these rebels of the People's Party, the Guangfu Society has to come forward."

"If Governor Feng wants us to provide a list of the People's Party, our Guangfu Society can help." Cai Yuanpei said as if he hadn't felt Feng Guozhang's malice at all. "The People's Party wants to strip away the land property of the world. What they say sounds plausible, but fundamentally it's that set of slaughtering the gentry. The landlords of Zhejiang have long been worried, deeply afraid of the People's Party entering Zhejiang."

Yuan Shikai had long known of Cai Yuanpei's fear of the land revolution. The Guangfu Society was once the People's Party's closest ally, but based on conflicts in political stance, the relationship had unknowingly turned into one of fire and water. But Yuan Shikai would absolutely not think that Cai Yuanpei would throw himself under his own banner because of this. Once he could use the power of Beiyang to eliminate the People's Party in the Guangfu Society's territory, Cai Yuanpei's next step would be to strive to squeeze out Beiyang. Yuan Shikai was well aware of these most basic political maneuvers.

"Governor Wang, what about your Jiangsu?" Yuan Shikai turned to Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong had remained silent all along. Jiangsu was under the coercion of the People's Party, especially with the People's Party's Maanshan Iron and Steel Group being close at hand to Nanjing, where a division of troops was stationed. This force that could attack Nanjing at any time was a thorn in Wang Youhong's heart. However, Wang Youhong also had concerns. The difference in folk customs between Southern Jiangsu and Northern Jiangsu was great. But between the two places, there was no terrain that could serve as a military barrier. If the People's Party's army attacked Southern Jiangsu from Northern Jiangsu, they would face flat terrain. So he was unwilling to actively take on any responsibility for surrounding the People's Party.

Hearing Yuan Shikai ask actively, Wang Youhong hesitated for a moment before replying: "It would be good enough if Jiangsu can protect itself. If we send troops to attack the People's Party, it is beyond our ability."
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In the war against the People's Party, the Beiyang forces had fought on the largest scale, followed by Jiangsu's Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong had at least driven off the Restoration Society's troops, though he failed to capture the positions held by the People's Party. The People's Party eventually withdrew on their own initiative, so in that sense, Wang Youhong could be considered to have won. Thus, both Yuan Shikai and even Cai Yuanpei hoped that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong could "make persistent efforts and continue to write glory." Unexpectedly, Wang Youhong directly stated that he was no match for the People's Party, which couldn't help but disappoint the two. Yuan Shikai felt that a piece of excellent cannon fodder was missing from his strategic puzzle, while Cai Yuanpei felt genuine regret.

However, Wang Youhong was not a direct subordinate of Beiyang after all. Moreover, the Beiyang Army's strength in Fujian and Zhejiang was not substantial, totaling only 50,000 men. The plan was to expand to 150,000, but facing Wang Youhong, who possessed nearly 50,000 troops himself, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't push too hard. The current situation was becoming increasingly unfavorable for the People's Party. If Wang Youhong, in desperation, defected to the People's Party, the People's Party would likely welcome him. Yuan Shikai turned to Cai Yuanpei, "Mr. Cai, to exterminate the People's Party in Zhejiang and Fujian, we still need you to provide a list."

Wang Youhong secretly cursed Yuan Shikai for his cunning. If Yuan Shikai hadn't ignored him—if he had said even a single word—Wang Youhong would have asked Yuan Shikai for aid. In reality, Jiangsu not only lacked the ability to attack the People's Party base areas but also lacked the ability to protect itself in front of the People's Party's hundreds of thousands of troops. Beiyang had many soldiers, wide territory, and many generals. Even if the situation was unfavorable for a time, they wouldn't be finished immediately. But the People's Party troops, only a few dozen miles from Nanjing, would take at most a day to attack Nanjing. Furthermore, the People's Party was postured to pincer Southern Jiangsu. Once they struck, the 50,000 troops in Southern Jiangsu wouldn't last long. But begging for help and climbing up a pole offered to you were two different things. If Yuan Shikai spoke first, Wang Youhong could logically ask for help. But if Wang Youhong actively requested aid, he would have to accept whatever conditions Yuan Shikai proposed.

While considering how to bring up the matter of Beiyang's aid, Wang Youhong missed the conversation between Yuan Shikai and Cai Yuanpei. When he listened carefully again, he heard Cai Yuanpei reply: "To stop the People's Party's policies now, the landlords and gentry of the entire world must unite. But small landlords are timid and fearful, muddling along. This group is actually the most important."

Because he hadn't heard the previous words, Wang Youhong felt lost for a moment, completely unclear on what Cai Yuanpei was saying. Then he heard Yuan Shikai say, "Mr. Cai, this matter requires a two-pronged approach."

This time Cai Yuanpei did not respond, only nodding slightly.

Seeing that the talk was about done, Yuan Shikai simply saw the guests out. Wang Youhong originally wanted to continue discussing cooperation with Yuan Shikai. But on second thought, if the People's Party really attacked Jiangsu, would Beiyang dare to leave them in the lurch? If he asked Yuan Shikai to send troops into Jiangsu now, leaving aside whether they could defend against the People's Party's attack, wouldn't Wang Youhong have to guard against the Beiyang Army seizing power? Thinking of this, Wang Youhong actually felt there was nothing to be afraid of.

After seeing these people off, Yuan Shikai received representatives from Sichuan, Yunnan-Guizhou, and Kangding. These provinces had no feeling regarding the People's Party's infiltration and spoke without scruples. Aside from expressing empty support to Yuan Shikai, they had nothing else to say. What Yuan Shikai hoped for was that these people could maintain a pro-Beiyang attitude. As for how much effort they could actually contribute, Yuan Shikai hadn't counted on these provinces anyway.

Meeting people batch after batch like this, by evening, Yuan Shikai sat exhausted in his office, no longer having the spirited feeling he appeared to have during the day. The graying hair and the deep wrinkles on his oily, fat face gave him a haggard look.

"President," Wang Shizhen entered and called out, "I've already sent the Shaanxi representatives away."

"Pinqing, sit," Yuan Shikai said. "Today during the day, the Yunnan-Guizhou representatives mentioned establishing a military academy. I was thinking, should we transfer Feng Guozhang back and let him be responsible for the Beiyang military academy matters? In terms of building military schools, he is more capable than many others."

Hearing Yuan Shikai mention this, Wang Shizhen sat down and nodded slightly. If Yuan Shikai looked exhausted and haggard, Wang Shizhen gave the impression of being old. His gray hair was now almost completely white. Because he was relatively thin, Wang Shizhen's wrinkles were more numerous and deeper. Wang Shizhen said, "President, we publicly claim we want to build an army of 2 million, but how many troops do we actually intend to build?"

"At least 1.6 million right now," Yuan Shikai replied.

Wang Shizhen spoke slowly, "Then we must train at least 50,000 military academy graduates. Last year, Jiang Baili said we needed to build military academies on a large scale. We didn't listen then. If we build the academies now, even accelerated courses will take two years."

Yuan Shikai didn't answer this time; he just shook his head slightly. Jiang Baili's insight was good. If they had made up their minds to build military academies at the beginning of last year, by the end of 1914, there should have been enough low-level officers for a million-strong army. But at the beginning of last year, Beiyang's finances were exhausted. Where would Yuan Shikai get the money to run military schools? It was only at the end of last year that the British reached a loan agreement with Beiyang, and the British gave part of the loan to Beiyang in the form of 300 million taels of silver, which solved Beiyang's urgent needs. But time passed and could not be retrieved. Establishing military academies, training troops—this wasn't something money alone could solve; it required enough time.

Wang Shizhen continued, "President, I won't participate in the establishment of the military academy this time. Why not leave it to the young people?"

Yuan Shikai looked at Wang Shizhen's almost completely white hair and the knife-carved wrinkles on his face. His heart softened, and he almost wanted to agree to Wang Shizhen's request. But he ultimately replied, "Pinqing, it's fine to let young people do more things, let them contribute more, but you supervise them. You decide who to use. If you don't preside over this matter, I really won't be at ease."

Wang Shizhen sighed softly, almost inaudibly. Sighing was a rare thing for Wang Shizhen, but he really couldn't help it. Intelligence on the People's Party was not hard to obtain, and Wang Shizhen paid special attention to intelligence gathering. He knew a lot about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. The People's Party had long established a rotational training system, where commanders at all levels regularly went to military academies for education. Moreover, the People's Party encouraged soldiers to become volunteers. Once they became volunteers, they became the backbone in various aspects. They would first go to military academies for education, and then be assigned work upon graduation. Most volunteers became technical troops. Among the 600,000 troops of the People's Party, at least 100,000 had military academy training experience.

If Beiyang wanted to build an army of 1.6 million, just the squad leaders would number 160,000, and platoon leaders 40,000. These grassroots officers would require 200,000 people. With Beiyang's current situation, all grassroots officers numbered less than 40,000. Even if all military academies were opened, they would need to train another 160,000 people. Not only was it difficult to get so many people, but the scale of the military academies was also insufficient to train so many grassroots officers. Because, primarily, there weren't that many military academy teachers.

If the opposing People's Party wanted to form an army of the same scale, they only needed to train another 100,000 people. It wasn't just that the difficulty was lower; the People's Party currently had one senior military academy, four intermediate military academies, and eight junior military academies. As far as Wang Shizhen knew, each school could train 4,000 students per term. At this rate, they could graduate 48,000 students a year. Beiyang's current military academy graduation scale was only a little over 10,000. The gap between the two sides was simply too large.

But there was no other way right now. If Wang Shizhen didn't personally preside over this matter, others simply wouldn't have the ability to subdue the Beiyang generals. Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen didn't even have the mood to sigh. He nodded, "President, I will handle this matter."

"Then I can rest easy," Yuan Shikai let out a sigh of relief.

In the following days, Yuan Shikai first spoke privately with representatives of the National Assembly, explaining Beiyang's strategy of firmly opposing the People's Party's land reform. First obtaining the support of the representatives from the southern provinces, when the National Assembly officially convened, Yuan Shikai didn't make an overly murderous speech. He didn't even appear in person but let Wang Youhong come forward to make a speech about "opposing radicalism."

"Members of Parliament, after the Qing abdicated and the Republic was established, at a time when we should be resting and letting the people recover, a group of radicals is wandering in China. Attempting to overthrow China's current polity and to find a legitimate excuse for their plundering of the people's land, these radicals have united with local ruffians and hooligans, committing crimes under all sorts of high-sounding excuses."

"Of the provinces bordering the radicals, which one hasn't been cursed by the radicals as a counter-revolutionary government? And which landlord or member of the gentry who tried to protect their own land and property hasn't been slapped with the big hat of being a counter-revolutionary by the radicals?"

"From this fact, two conclusions can be drawn: Radicalism is already the enemy of all China. Because the radicals have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view the governments of China's various provinces as enemies. They have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view China's gentry as their enemies. They have expressed, with an undisguised attitude, that they view anyone who does not agree with or even submit to radicalism as an enemy."

"Now is the time when we must clearly state to the radicals that we will absolutely not submit to them. We do not want war, but we must be able to protect ourselves. Because provincial boundaries mean nothing in the eyes of the radicals. They are just like the State of Qin back then, expanding everywhere. 'Thinking of our ancestors, exposing themselves to frost and dew, cutting through brambles, to gain a foot or an inch of land... Sons and grandsons treat it without care, giving it away to others like throwing away weeds. Today ceding five cities, tomorrow ten, then getting one night's sleep. Waking up to look around, the Qin army has arrived again. However, the land of the feudal lords is limited, but the desire of the violent Qin is insatiable. The more one serves them, the more urgent their invasion becomes. Therefore, the outcome of the strong and weak is already decided without fighting.'"

Wang Youhong's voice was sonorous and forceful, but the faces of the feudal lords and their representatives in the audience became increasingly ugly. The reason for their change in expression was fear.
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In the Lingbao gold mining area of Sanmenxia City, Zhang Yu witnessed for the first time what chemical gold refining was all about. After zinc powder was added to the dark liquid, a lot of bubbles immediately emerged, and the liquid almost seemed to boil. As zinc powder was continuously added, the bubbles gradually decreased, and the color of the liquid became lighter. The substance settling at the bottom of the liquid gave off a dark golden sheen.

"Is this the chemical displacement method?" Zhang Yu had heard Chen Ke talk about this method of using "aqua regia" to dissolve and refine gold. Chen Ke had told stories about refining gold in a porcelain vat in the wild. Because the description was so vivid, Zhang Yu had suspected Chen Ke was making up stories. But seeing the gold ore powder dissolved by hydrocyanic acid several times, and then reduced by zinc powder displacement, with the precipitate turning from black to gold step by step, the process was exactly as Chen Ke had described. The facts before him forced Zhang Yu to admit that at least Chen Ke wasn't wrong.

"Yes, this is the chemical displacement method," replied the staff member in charge of gold smelting. "Current high-temperature smelting technology is not yet mature enough, so we can only temporarily use this chemical displacement method."

Zhang Yu nodded. He went from the central smelting workshop to the heavily guarded crucible refining workshop. The final products were indeed gold bars. Zhang Yu picked one up casually. It didn't look very big, but it felt extremely heavy in his hand—it was indeed gold.

Putting down the gold nugget, Zhang Yu looked around again. Soldiers with live ammunition were monitoring both sides of the production line, and recorders were recording various data at all times. This strict atmosphere made it easy to forget that the product in front of them was extremely valuable gold.

Chai Qingguo was also with him. When he and Zhang Yu came out of the workshop together, Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "I didn't expect that Chairman Chen wasn't joking with us before."

"Hmph, Chairman Chen really doesn't like to joke," Zhang Yu said with a cold smile.

Chai Qingguo, the acting commander of the Henan Military Region, was quite puzzled by Zhang Yu's behavior. "Secretary Zhang, why do you look unhappy?"

"I just think Chairman Chen's background is too outrageous," Zhang Yu replied. "Old Chai, this isn't the first or second time we've heard Chairman Chen tell stories. You seem to remember the gold matter too. I want to ask you, has Chairman Chen ever told us a lie?"

Chai Qingguo shook his head. "I used to think Chairman Chen liked to joke, but now I don't dare think that anymore."

Zhang Yu said with a gloomy expression, "If Chairman Chen hadn't been to Sanmenxia and hadn't seen gold refining in the wild with his own eyes, he couldn't have told us that story. But do you really think Chairman Chen has been here? Before us, no one in Sanmenxia had ever heard of the term hydrocyanic acid."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's face also became serious. "Old Zhang, what exactly do you mean?"

"Chairman Chen tells us stories because he trusts us. My meaning is that we shouldn't tell Chairman Chen's stories in the future. I've heard you talking about Chairman Chen's stories with others; this doesn't seem appropriate. I investigated, and then I felt I couldn't investigate any further, but some people who have heard the stories might not stop. What do you think?" Zhang Yu finished and stared at Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo and Zhang Yu looked at each other for a while, then Chai Qingguo turned his head away. Chen Ke's origin was a major mystery within the People's Party. Chen Ke had issued an extremely rare order as Chairman forbidding investigation into his experiences when he was young. If it weren't Chen Ke himself, the People's Internal Affairs Committee would have long since taken away the unidentified fellow for strict interrogation. But when Chen Ke occasionally told comrades about things from his youth, every event seemed extremely mysterious, just like a storyteller. However, leaving aside who the protagonist of these stories was, the stories themselves had no issues. Just like this gold refining matter, Chen Ke had explained the location, method, and technological process clearly. Simply following this had created Lingbao, the People's Party's largest gold refining base.

"Old Zhang, I understand. I will watch my mouth in the future," Chai Qingguo replied. Zhang Yu's reminder was correct. None of the senior cadres of the People's Party suspected Chen Ke. Even knowing that Chen Ke's origin was a mystery, no one really wanted to solve it. As the founder of the People's Party, Chen Ke's core status and the driving role he had played in the revolution over these years made the comrades not care what Chen Ke had actually done when he was young. But while Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo could genuinely not care, other comrades might not necessarily feel the same. If someone used this matter to make an issue, it would indeed be quite tricky.

"It's good that you know." Zhang Yu himself didn't want to talk too much about Chen Ke's origin problem. As far as Zhang Yu was concerned, he wished he could completely forget about this matter. "There will be a war in more than a year, and our Henan will definitely bear the brunt. Given the current situation, it's impossible to prevent the Beiyang Army from fighting into Henan. So to what extent they will fight, I have no idea in my heart. Look at the situation in Henan; Lingbao will definitely become the front line, but there happens to be a gold refinery here. Chairman Chen said not to be afraid of breaking the pots and pans, but Chairman Chen has that broad-mindedness, I don't. Our People's Party family's possessions are precious to begin with; I feel distressed if they get broken."

Besides serving as the acting commander of the Henan Military Region, Chai Qingguo's formal position was Commander of the Engineering and Railway Corps. Without even looking at a map, Chai Qingguo could recall the map in his mind, as well as the related place names on the map and the local conditions.

"Yuan Shikai won't just go through Henan; he will also send troops through Shandong. South of Jining is Weishan Lake and Zaozhuang, where we have the coal-iron complex group. Further south in Xuzhou is our heavy industry base." Speaking of this, Chai Qingguo simply had his guard take out a national map. He traced the border between the People's Party and Beiyang with his finger. Except for the Yimeng Mountains on the border, other areas had industrial bases that were extremely important to the People's Party. Not to mention Qingdao, as an enclave, concentrated many German industrial enterprises controlled by the People's Party. The Sifang Locomotive Works alone was currently the most important railway machinery production center for the People's Party.

"But we also can't violate orders and act on our own," Chai Qingguo sighed.

"Do you still remember the 30-year prediction Chairman Chen made back then?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I've only heard about it; I wasn't in Anhui at that time," Chai Qingguo replied.

"At that time, not a single person in the party really believed what Chairman Chen said. Looking at it now, Chairman Chen wasn't wrong. I think Chairman Chen is waiting for the European powers to start fighting themselves in Europe. When they have no time to look east, we can liberate China. At that time, Chairman Chen said that the European devils would start fighting by 1915 at the latest. The news brought back by the comrades who went abroad for inspection this time is that Britain and Germany are easing relations. Some people think Europe won't fight, at least Britain and Germany are very controlled. But my thinking is different. Look at what we and Beiyang are doing right now? Expanding the army and preparing for war! If the base areas really complete the recruitment and training of 3 million troops, any reason will do to start fighting then. Just like Yuan Shikai preparing to establish 100 divisions and 2 million troops. After he gets so many people, he will fight us regardless of the reason. I feel that Europe is already fully prepared," Zhang Yu said.

Chai Qingguo naturally didn't think Zhang Yu cared about the Europeans. Zhang Yu's target was Yuan Shikai, and looking at Zhang Yu's meaning, he hoped to start fighting while the People's Party currently held advantages in numbers, training, and equipment. As a military commander, Chai Qingguo believed that with the People's Party's current strength, thoroughly destroying Yuan Shikai might not be enough, but driving Yuan Shikai out of Hebei and thoroughly occupying Beiyang's lair, which was Hebei and Shandong, was not a problem.

This plan seemed quite attractive. Chai Qingguo felt somewhat tempted. Forcibly resisting this temptation, Chai Qingguo said, "It's impossible for Chairman Chen not to see this problem. His grasp of strategy is above ours."

Zhang Yu replied hatefully, "I know Chairman Chen is more formidable than us in strategy, but he won't tell us his strategic considerations now, just burying his head in construction and preparation. I find it unacceptable."

Chai Qingguo now thoroughly understood why Zhang Yu wanted to come with him to Sanmenxia, which had not been occupied for long. Zhang Yu simply didn't accept giving up these areas. Although the current gold production plant in the Lingbao mining area was completely an expanded version of Chen Ke's "wild field alchemy," and if they really ran, they ran. Beiyang didn't have the capacity for large-scale production of industrial acids, so occupying Lingbao would be useless. But the coal mines and iron mines in Henan, as well as the grain production areas in the Huang-Huai Plain, were not things one could bear to give up.

Just thinking of the People's Party's investment in railways, Chai Qingguo replied, "If you want to ask the Central Committee about this matter, I am willing to jointly sign with you."

This was what Zhang Yu wanted to hear. He knew Chen Ke couldn't be persuaded, at least not by Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu didn't have the ability to persuade Chen Ke to change the campaign plan. So he had to unite with Chai Qingguo to get a reaction from Chen Ke. After all, the Henan side bore the greatest pressure. On the great plain with no dangers to defend, if Beiyang really had 2 million troops, it was possible for them to rush all the way to Xuzhou.

"Then how about sending a telegram in the name of the Henan Provincial Committee?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chai Qingguo was now also a member of the Provincial Standing Committee. If the telegram was sent by the Provincial Committee, some unnecessary misunderstandings could be avoided.

"That's not necessary. I think it's better to ask in the name of the Military Region. We can let Comrade Gu Lu report to Chairman Chen. And then ask about pure military work on behalf of the Military Region by the way," Chai Qingguo replied.

Zhang Yu never expected that the usually very serious Chai Qingguo would also play this trick. He couldn't help laughing out loud. "Old Chai, let's not play this trick in front of Chairman Chen," Zhang Yu replied.

"I believe in Comrade Gu Lu," Chai Qingguo laughed.
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After listening to Chai Qingguo's work arrangements, Gu Lu had already understood part of Chai Qingguo's thinking. As for the parts he didn't understand, he asked directly, "Commander Chai, are you afraid of breaking the pots and pans yourself, or are you worried that you can't convince the comrades?"

"I'm worried myself, and I'm even more worried that I can't convince the comrades. Chairman Chen put forward the concept of a core circle, which is to establish a defensive zone centered on the Yangtze River basin. Unless it is absolutely necessary, it is impossible to let the enemy enter this area at will." As Chai Qingguo spoke, he took out a map and circled an area along the Yangtze River basin with his finger. Studying maps was the most basic military training subject for the People's Party. Following the trajectory of Chai Qingguo's finger, Gu Lu understood the importance of this area. More than 70% of the People's Party's steel, 80% of its industry, and 60% of its grain production were within this area.

"But the palm is flesh, and the back of the hand is also flesh. How do we explain to the comrades in Henan why Henan can let the Beiyang Army fight their way in, but other areas can't? Is Henan not a base area? Regarding the issue raised by Secretary Zhang this time, I'm afraid Huaihai Province is also discussing it. The southern provinces basically only have us attacking them, and there is no issue of them attacking our base areas. Even if they fight their way in, they won't be able to advance much. But facing the direction of the Beiyang, it is possible for the Beiyang to conquer all of Henan and Shandong. In terms of strategic considerations, Chairman Chen considers too much and too specifically. I know that even if some parts were explained, we wouldn't understand. But he still has to explain it. Comrade Gu Lu, the reason I'm letting you go this time is to have you ask Chairman Chen about the entire strategic consideration. Of course, another consideration is because I think highly of you. Being able to learn strategic considerations from Chairman Chen is a very good opportunity. After you understand it and come back, our military region will also be able to have more comprehensive strategic considerations."

Gu Lu didn't care much about other people's comments about him. He was a staunch follower of Chen Ke, and what Chen Ke opposed most was using external evaluations to determine one's own views. He had spoken about a problem many times, "Since I was young, I made an extremely serious mistake, which was liking to look at myself from an external perspective. For example, when running, I always wanted to run like others, looking light and brisk. Later, I learned running from a teacher, and only then did I realize I was completely wrong. This relies on feeling one's own body, every joint, every muscle, every breath. All of this relies on one's own feelings. When running, not to say turning a blind eye and a deaf ear to everything else, at least the vast majority of attention is on feeling oneself. Where is the leisure to care about what I look like, let alone care about other people's opinions."

The method pointed out by Chen Ke was the most important guiding ideology in the march of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and there had been many debates surrounding this method. However, even comrades who did not completely agree with Chen Ke's views only had objections on details, such as not being too immersed in one's own feelings and having to conform to the specific situation of each march. But in terms of basic training and experience, everyone still supported Chen Ke's idea.

Using this line of thinking in marching training, the troops launched discussions on more issues. Those in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army who had read books raised the old saying, "If you fail, seek the cause in yourself," which was combined with "criticism and self-criticism" proposed by Chen Ke.

Gu Lu never thought he was good at everything, but rather that he was bad at everything and had to rely on learning to make up for his deficiencies. Regarding Chai Qingguo's praise, Gu Lu forgot it as soon as he heard it, but Gu Lu was very happy about Chai Qingguo proposing that he ask Chen Ke for advice on strategy. He asked, "Commander Chai, these matters are confidential. Will Chairman Chen tell me? And since Chairman Chen hasn't told you and Secretary Zhang about the strategic considerations, why would he tell me?"

Chai Qingguo nodded with satisfaction, "Because Chairman Chen has concerns right now. With his current position, he can't speak even if he has concerns, because he and the Central Committee bear the heavy responsibility of deciding strategy. Secretary Zhang Yu and I cannot have concerns; we must strictly execute the orders of the Central Committee. And as local leaders, we naturally have to propose plans that are most beneficial to the locality. But you can have concerns, because Chairman Chen and we all trust you. Can you understand?"

"Within our party organization, we should speak freely. If there are concerns, we must speak directly. I think this angle of consideration is incorrect." Gu Lu raised an objection straightforwardly.

"Speaking freely is directed at current specific affairs, not letting everyone talk nonsense thousands of miles off-topic. This kind of atmosphere has already begun to appear within the party, and some people just damn love to use a chicken feather as an arrow of authority. Regardless of whether they understand Chairman Chen's words, they first lift Chairman Chen out as a shield. Whatever Chairman Chen has said, they wantonly distort Chairman Chen's meaning according to their own wishes. That bunch of people's petty calculations to try and escape labor, or that attitude of thinking they are amazing and looking down on everyone, can you not know about it, Comrade Gu Lu? Now is a time of war. We have to be responsible for the revolution, and we also have to be responsible for these good-for-nothing comrades. A certain degree of secrecy is protection for revolutionary work. Even Chairman Chen can't determine some factors, but that bunch of people dare to fully make decisions and dare to talk nonsense. To solve these problems, we can only rely on rectification, but due to the war, the rectification is probably coming to an end. So at this time, you have to shoulder this responsibility. You don't need to be afraid. If Chairman Chen doesn't tell you, that means Chairman Chen really can't tell us. Secretary Zhang and I will absolutely not think that you have been derelict in your duty. How about it?"

Although he didn't completely understand Chai Qingguo's concerns, Gu Lu also knew where Chai Qingguo's worry lay. He answered seriously, "I will work hard to complete the mission."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "Going this time is not just to ask; you also have to report on the situation in Henan. Comrade Gu Lu, we are all at ease with you going to report the situation. Essentially, you are not a person who claims credit or shirks responsibility. So I can only send you."

Because of the railway, the time from Zhengzhou to Wuhan was shortened to a little over a day. Chen Ke was a child of the railway, and he was very clear about the most basic concept of block signaling control. And thanks to the wired telegraph, block signaling control could carry out communication very effectively. Under Chen Ke's instructions, the base area even established two independent telegraph and telephone systems: Telecom and Railcom.

Gu Lu very much agreed with two of Chen Ke's sentences, "Resolve knots as quickly as possible in everything." "If you have a butt, don't be afraid of the paddle; talk about it when the beating comes." Gu Lu didn't like to look back at the past. He felt that thinking about what he was doing was enough. As for the result, the process of doing things determines the result, rather than establishing a result first and then seeking the path to the desired result. In this regard, "On Practice" had already explained it extremely thoroughly.

Throughout the journey, Gu Lu fought fiercely with various reports. What Henan had done, what it had obtained, and what it was doing. Based on the current situation, rough inferences were made. This was really a multitude of loose ends. For what Gu Lu could figure out, he listed his own thoughts. For what he couldn't figure out, he directly wrote down where he couldn't figure it out. The time of more than a day passed quickly. Besides summarizing, Gu Lu also found quite a few problematic areas in the lists. He also made records in another notebook.

After arriving in Wuhan, Gu Lu was taken to Chen Ke's place by the comrades who came to welcome him as soon as he got off the train. Before seeing Chen Ke, Gu Lu specially washed his head properly with cold water. Only after thoroughly sobering himself up did he follow the guard into Chen Ke's office.

In the office, besides Chen Ke, there were also Chen Tianhua and He Zudao. It seemed that the three were all waiting for Gu Lu. Chen Ke asked Gu Lu to sit down, and then said, "Dare to advance in great strides, dare to retreat in great strides. The comrades in Huaihai Province and Henan Province have no confidence in their hearts. Facing the Beiyang, where should we retreat to? Comrades all have this question. So I have to tell the comrades some things."

Hearing this, Gu Lu immediately took out his notebook to prepare to take notes.

Chen Ke waved his hand, "Don't take notes. I have told everyone that strategy can triumph because it is correct, and tactics are only considered correct if they triumph. Among the strategic backbones this time, there are several elements that I cannot accurately grasp. This leads to me having to act arbitrarily in strategic formulation. I still want to tell the comrades about this issue, hoping to gain the comrades' understanding."

Gu Lu put away his notebook and began to calm down to listen to Chen Ke's introduction.

"I will first talk about our disadvantages, which probably many comrades have not seen clearly. At present, our People's Party's biggest enemy is actually not the Beiyang, but the foreign devils. Through diplomatic means, we have reached a tacit agreement with the United States. As long as our People's Party can protect itself, the Americans will not hit us when we are down; they will maintain trade with us. Even if the British cut off trade with us, our current factories will not fall into the danger of closing down. So our current enemies are the British, and Britain's thug in Asia, Japan. We will inevitably encounter them in the War of Liberation, and we must defeat them. With our current strength, we still cannot challenge these two countries head-on and achieve victory. Then we must wait for an opportunity. This opportunity is an all-out war in Europe. And this requires the enemy to make mistakes themselves; we are powerless to manipulate it."

Chen Ke explained the comparison of strength between the enemy and us very clearly. If the British did not fall into an all-out war, they would absolutely have the strength to support Yuan Shikai. As for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in Asia, Japan, as Britain's thug, aimed to exchange fighting for British support.

"On this issue of foreign countries, I cannot make an accurate estimate because the initiative is not in our hands." Chen Ke clearly informed the three comrades of the current problem.

Chen Tianhua and He Zudao nodded slightly, while Gu Lu just gazed intently at Chen Ke. Gu Lu tried his best to memorize every sentence Chen Ke said. However, he didn't have too many associations. Being in China, being able to predict what Britain would do was already a manifestation of Chen Ke's superb ability. But Chen Ke was not a deity after all. Gu Lu would never consider letting him be able to manipulate Britain, which was more powerful than the base area. There was no need to think too much about things that couldn't be done.

"Our comrades in Huaihai Province believe that if we wait until Yuan Shikai is armed, we will have to face the enemy's heavy troop offensive. In this situation, it is better to strike first and launch an attack while the enemy's strength is still inferior to ours." Chen Tianhua said. As he spoke, he glanced at Gu Lu, "Presumably, the comrades in Henan also have this kind of consideration. Comrade Gu Lu comes from Henan, so he should be the clearest."

Gu Lu did not evade responsibility, "The comrades in Henan also have this suggestion, hoping to strike first and deal a blow to Yuan Shikai. However, I haven't considered these strategic issues much yet. I am only responsible for reporting the thoughts of the Henan comrades to Chairman Chen."

Chen Tianhua and Gu Lu both expressed their attitudes, and the eyes of the three people in the room fell on Chen Ke again.

Chen Ke said, "Comrades, regarding Yuan Shikai's issue, I can only say that time is not on the Beiyang side. Moreover, does our People's Party love civil war? I don't think so. Our People's Party has always opposed civil war. I want to ask everyone a question: what is the nature of this war? Or perhaps Comrade Gu Lu, you tell us."

"The purpose of our People's Party's war is to liberate the Chinese people," Gu Lu answered.

Chen Ke turned his gaze back to Chen Tianhua, "We do not aim to overthrow the Beiyang government as our ultimate goal; they are not worthy. Our goal is to liberate the people. And I have said repeatedly, it is precisely because of the people's revolutionary needs that we have the foundation for our revolution. Then we must let the people know through propaganda that if they want to get rid of their current suffering and live better than they do now, they can only choose our People's Party. This is the greatest basis for marching. When the people have needs, we naturally have to respond to the people's call. It is not because Yuan Shikai poses a threat to us that we are afraid and want to destroy peace and take the initiative to attack the Beiyang."

Chen Tianhua felt that sometimes Chen Ke really "spoke better than he sang." On this issue, such propaganda was of course acceptable, but it was a bit untimely for Chen Ke to sing such a high tune at such a meeting.

"Chairman Chen, if we explain it to the comrades like this, I'm afraid the comrades may not necessarily be able to accept it," Chen Tianhua said.

"Political work requires explaining to the comrades so that they can accept such political concepts. Our People's Party cannot detach itself from the people's needs and act on its own," Chen Ke answered with a firm attitude.

"But, the Beiyang is really going to attack us. If we have to fight sooner or later, we might as well fight early." Chen Tianhua was not convinced. At least he thought it was necessary to speak out the comrades' thoughts and then see how Chen Ke would explain it.

"We will absolutely not fire the first shot; this is our attitude towards peace. Political propaganda and competition are one thing, but military struggle is another matter. Why does the Beiyang want to rectify its military and prepare for war? Because they cannot compete with us politically. In the vast rural areas, our political work has achieved remarkable results and received the support of the vast number of peasant masses. So no matter how Yuan Shikai shouts, the entire masses of Henan have not risen up to oppose us. Including Yuan Shikai's hometown, in Xiangcheng where feudal ideology is thick, there are no peasants who steadfastly want to oppose us. Regardless of whether the peasant masses can understand, at least the land reform work has been promoted and has received recognition. In the areas surrounding our base area, peasants and villages are constantly coming over to our side. Isn't the fact that the expansion of our base area hasn't used military force at all enough to prove our advantage in politics? On the contrary, the enemy uses military force to intimidate the masses and uses political rumor-mongering to slander us. But the eyes of the masses are sharp; they have all made their own choices. If the situation of peace continues to be maintained, the enemy will be finished in a few years."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but smile bitterly. Chen Ke's angle of understanding often exceeded his expectations. Indeed, if the People's Party was allowed to expand peacefully like this, the surrounding provinces basically wouldn't last long. Viewing the current situation from this angle, the People's Party should cherish the status quo of peace more than anyone else. The logic was correct, but this matter was indeed very difficult to explain.

Seeing that Chen Tianhua stopped speaking, Gu Lu spoke up, "Chairman Chen, our comrades in Henan have a question. If war breaks out, where exactly are we retreating to?"

"Who said we are retreating?" Chen Ke asked.

"The Central Committee proposed the plan of the Absolute Defense Circle. Will the areas outside this defense circle adopt a strategy of luring the enemy in deep? Some comrades are quite worried," Gu Lu answered.

"This..." Chen Ke immediately became a bit annoyed, but he soon understood the crux of the problem. "Comrade Gu Lu, the Absolute Defense Circle proposed by the Central Committee is an area to drive the foreign devils out of. It does not refer to an area of whether to let the Beiyang fight in or not."

Hearing this explanation, Gu Lu suddenly realized the truth. It turned out that the comrades had misunderstood the Central Committee's strategy.

Chen Ke had a helpless smile on his face. "If the enemy wants to attack the base area, we must crush the enemy's attack on the spot. The Absolute Defense Circle is an area where hostile forces are absolutely not allowed to exist. What it refers to is actually foreign military forces. That is to say, once the war in Europe begins, all foreign military forces within the Absolute Defense Circle we have drawn must get out. If they don't get out, we will forcibly drive them out. This has nothing to do with the Beiyang. We do not allow foreigners to enter China's Yangtze River. You must explain this clearly to the comrades after you go back."

"Okay." Gu Lu, who came from the Dabie Mountains, actually hadn't had much dealings with foreign devils. As for attacking churches, those were just numerous small battles. Dividing the temple property of foreign churches, and those who believed in foreign religions were all locked up in labor reform teams for forced labor. Gu Lu had only participated in this much regarding things related to foreign devils. However, Gu Lu was still very happy to be able to drive the foreign devils out of the Yangtze River.

He Zudao laughed, "Doesn't that equate to going to war with the British devils?"

Chen Ke indeed felt very helpless. "Our People's Party never accepts unequal treaties. We also support normal commercial activities. To achieve this goal, we must talk about methods. At present, we cannot be too hasty on some matters and need to wait for opportunities. However, the concept of the Absolute Defense Circle must be proposed. But I didn't expect it would trigger so many misunderstandings."

Gu Lu continued to ask, "Then where should the focus of our work in Henan be placed at present?"

"The focus of work is to mobilize the masses and establish a new system. As long as the masses can truly feel the advanced nature and superiority of the new system, when Yuan Shikai tries to attack Henan, the masses of the people will naturally stand with us. Henan has a population of nearly 40 million. Yuan Shikai can muster an army of two million at most, which is only 1/20 of Henan's population. He simply cannot fight his way into Henan. Wherever the enemy attacks, we will crush the enemy's attack there." After finishing speaking to Gu Lu, Chen Ke turned to Chen Tianhua again, "Huaihai Province is also the same. Seize the current peace and strive to win over the masses. Even if the Beiyang attacks, Huaihai Province also has a population of 20 million, and it is possible to deal with the Beiyang troops."

"Then where will our army expansion of 3 million be mainly used?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this.

"Of the 3 million troops, the real field army will be at most 800,000. The other 2.2 million include local troops, that is, the armed police force. their main work is to maintain the security of transportation lines, industrial and mining enterprises, and cities. Engineering corps, railway corps, and reserve troops. After the first-line regular army suffers casualties and attrition, reserve troops are needed to replenish their personnel to ensure the full strength of the troops. In addition to these troops, militia organizations need to be built in every village. Calculating the whole thing, I'm afraid there will be more than 3 million troops."

"Are we going to engage in large-scale infrastructure construction?" Gu Lu felt very surprised. Henan was currently continuing railway and related infrastructure construction according to previous plans. But within the Henan Provincial Committee, there were opinions of worry.

"Without large-scale infrastructure construction, how can we guarantee that the masses know what the People's Party can actually do? Simple land reform cannot possibly increase production; this is a fact that has already been verified in many places. Without supporting infrastructure construction, grain production simply cannot be raised. Moreover, without large-scale infrastructure construction and comprehensive mobilization, the masses cannot be mobilized either. Without the support of the masses, everything is out of the question."

Chen Tianhua asked, "We always have to explain to the comrades. Just the previous explanation is not enough. Can you say something that can encourage the comrades more?"

"The peace of the southern base areas is protected in the north. As long as we can withstand the enemies in the north, there is no possibility of enemy invasion in the south. This is the characteristic of the base areas being one game of chess. The heavy responsibility of the War of Liberation will be decided in the north. So comrades must bravely shoulder the responsibility."
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After Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo finished listening to the report, they didn't say much. Chai Qingguo smiled and said, "Comrade Gu Lu, thank you for your hard work."

"If you two chiefs have no immediate questions regarding the content I conveyed, I'll go back to work." Gu Lu had no intention of continuing to participate in the secret discussion, nor did he feel that Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo intended for him to stay and participate.

"Commissar Gu, what are your plans for future work?" Zhang Yu didn't mention the secret meeting Gu Lu had participated in, asking straightforwardly instead.

Zhang Yu didn't mention Chen Ke's plan, and Gu Lu didn't mention it either. In Gu Lu's view, regardless of what he had heard Chen Ke say, revolutionary work always relied on actual action. "According to the original plan, our division is to cross the Yellow River and expel all Beiyang forces from Henan. The Beiyang 2nd Division is still entrenched in Anyang; I'm going to make preparations for crossing the Yellow River right now."

"Then go prepare," Zhang Yu replied.

After Gu Lu left the conference room, Zhang Yu said to Chai Qingguo, "Old Chai, your judgment of people is indeed correct. Comrade Gu Lu really has breadth of mind."

"It wasn't me who first spotted Comrade Gu Lu; with Qi Huishen's guarantee, this comrade is indeed very outstanding." Chai Qingguo didn't claim credit. "Secretary Zhang, since Chairman Chen has already explained the issue clearly, what are your plans for the next step?"

"Chairman Chen has explained it all clearly; what other plans could I have? We'll just execute according to the original plan, fully implementing land reform in Henan. Also, the recruitment work needs to be tightened up right now," Zhang Yu replied straightforwardly, without affectation.

Chai Qingguo laughed, "We haven't been in Henan long; I'm afraid recruitment won't be that easy." Chai Qingguo answered, "You also know the situation with the Manchu Qing; recruitment was always about bullying those with few family members locally. Our strength at the grassroots level is weak; I'm afraid it won't be that simple."

"Heh heh! Old Chai, if they don't bully people at this time, it would actually be harder for us to recruit. Just thoroughly execute the *Conscription Law*. Even if some people say soldiers have privileges, we just have to pinch our noses and admit it." Zhang Yu was consistently pragmatic and didn't care about such things as false reputation.

Chai Qingguo also didn't think the masses' view of soldiers could be easily changed. According to Chen Ke, ever since 2,000 years ago when soldiers were no longer composed of "countrymen" who held political power, the image of soldiers as "martial men, the shield and wall of the nation" was completely out of the question. Moreover, the military organization itself was the state's most violent organ. Even if the People's Party instilled a soul into the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the affection between the army and the people was always formed through actual interaction. Just like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units—right now, one couldn't talk about any "good reputation." Although they were much better than the government troops of the past, the people merely fled when they didn't encounter the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The purpose of a warm welcome was merely to avoid disaster; it was far from heartfelt support.

"But, I still feel that the current situation should focus on propaganda. If joining the army isn't a glory, one's heart always feels unsettled." Chai Qingguo wasn't optimistic.

"The people have to see our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army first before they can understand that our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is different from the armies of the old era. Just thinking that the people will support us is all delusion." Zhang Yu replied, "Whether we are the people's own soldiers or not is proven by doing, not by thinking. Chairman Chen currently requires the government and the troops to drive infrastructure construction as much as possible. Without matching infrastructure, grain production simply won't go up. And without large-scale infrastructure construction, without comprehensive mobilization, the masses can't be mobilized either. Without the support of the masses, nothing can be discussed."

Chai Qingguo was persuaded; he replied, "Let's do it that way then."

After the People's Party's conscription order reached the local levels, there were very few responders. Good men don't become soldiers, good iron isn't made into nails. This was the common view of the common people in this era. The People's Party seizing power was one thing; for the common people, under any regime, they just paid grain tax. If they could avoid being soldiers, that was naturally best.

It wasn't until the Land Reform Propaganda Teams started publicizing the *Conscription Law* in the villages that the Henan people learned of the many generous benefits for military families. This not only failed to set off a wave of enlistment but instead intensified the people's fear of military service. When any commoner mentioned the government, the first thought was "untrustworthy." The People's Party government had certainly started land reform, and in 1913 provided good seeds and only collected 30% tax, and reasoned with the people—the people also felt the revolutionary principles spoken by the People's Party were correct, and that the people indeed should live good lives. However, since under the People's Party's rule, the people had already received land, planted good seeds, and bought cheap iron farm tools from the agricultural cooperatives... The guys who did evil in the past had all been dealt with by the People's Party, and this good life had already fallen onto their own heads, so why go be a soldier and fight?

Even though Chen Ke had already given sufficient warning about this, the comrades of the Henan Provincial Committee still felt quite troubled facing such a situation.

This couldn't be blamed on the Henan comrades not working hard or the propaganda not being in place. It was now 1914, not the period of unprecedentedly fierce war in the history of the Chinese revolution. The old agricultural society was far from disintegrated, and the process of bad gentry driving out good gentry had not yet comprehensively intensified rural conflicts. There was no Baldy Chiang blowing up the Huayuankou during the War of Resistance, turning the area south of the Yellow River into the Yellow River Flood Area. Nor was there the "Five Sons Passing the Exam" after the War of Resistance, where the KMT wantonly plundered China's wealth, leading to the bankruptcy of the urban class. Nor was there the KMT selling large amounts of cheap grain aided by the US on the market at low prices, directly leading to the comprehensive bankruptcy of small and medium landlords. The revolutionary needs of the Henan people simply hadn't reached the level of demanding the complete smashing of the old world. Moreover, the People's Party's policies directly resulted in the masses being relatively satisfied with their current lives. Joining the army was even less of a "first choice" for employment in the People's Party's Henan right now.

So after the conscription order came down, the villagers in the localities acted as usual, "mobilizing" the local outsiders, as well as "persuading" children from families with few members to join the army. As for the large clans and families, they had no intention of letting their own children join the army.

Since Henan Provincial Committee Secretary Zhang Yu had already predicted such a situation, the government's requirement was simple: everyone joining the army must be a son of a good family; the troops absolutely did not want hooligans and ruffians.

Zhang Yu's view on revolution was quite direct: revolution was ultimately necessary, and revolutionary concepts were even more indispensable. However, what truly could drive the revolution was the hatred of the masses. To put it more bluntly, it was the hatred and fear of the old world within the People's Party organization. If it hadn't reached the level where one couldn't eat or sleep well without overthrowing the old world, the revolution certainly couldn't develop.

In the view of Zhang Yu, who had followed Chen Ke since Fengtai County, the reason the people in the People's Party's earliest base areas were dead set on following the People's Party was without exception because they faced natural and man-made disasters that individuals simply couldn't contend with. Henan currently hadn't reached this degree; the people of Henan were just like people who were close to suffocation after drowning and were suddenly dragged out of the water by the People's Party by force—they had gratitude, but the thought of completely overthrowing the old era was likely far from sufficient.

Manufacturing conflict artificially was of course not advisable, but if one blindly wanted to calm things down and be a peacemaker, it was even less advisable. Currently, the Henan native soldiers in the recruitment drive were encountering unfair treatment from the locals; their hatred for the old world could be utilized.

However, this mood of pain and hatred needed to be guided. These recruits were new recruits after all; after being sent to the army draped in red and colorful silks, their biggest feeling was unease. The masses all thought that being a soldier meant getting beaten, and that bullying was the norm in the army.

When a new recruit enlisted, the District Mayor personally led the horse to send him off. Upon arriving at the unit, after a physical examination, people would introduce him to the unit's history, evolution, and glorious combat record, making him feel that joining such an excellent unit was glorious. As soon as a new recruit arrived, old soldiers competed to ask after his well-being. Some helped him put on his uniform, some gave him a haircut, or gave him gifts like towels and soap. Everyone obviously wanted to make the new recruit feel as warm as if he were at home and among friends.

Chai Qingguo was very experienced in this. After discussing troop construction work in depth with Zhang Yu, Chai Qingguo very much agreed with Zhang Yu's view: if the consciousness of the masses wasn't high, then they could only prioritize raising the consciousness of the troops. Regarding the situation in Henan, the troops formulated a method for visiting home after three months.

These new recruits were originally children of small families in the localities, and their families generally had few members. After becoming soldiers, their biggest worry was whether their families would be bullied. This was all human nature; if the new recruits knew that their families' lives had become worse because they joined the army, only a fool would be dead set on following the People's Party.

Within the Army Political Department, there were indeed some who didn't quite support this practice. "Troop home visits are generally after one year; we're advancing it to three months—won't that violate discipline?" This view was not in the minority.

"Our People's Party talks most about stance, and this stance isn't about letting us be nice guys. Who are our friends, and who are our enemies—this is the primary question." Chai Qingguo immediately criticized this. "If the masses haven't stood on our side, we have no reason to provide support unconditionally. Favoring one over another is inherently wrong, let alone mentioning such an issue of unfair treatment."

Not only was Chai Qingguo suppressing such "dogmatism," but Zhang Yu, as the Provincial Party Secretary, also personally came out to publicly criticize these comrades who had "committed the error of dogmatism." "Comrades, everyone knows that your families have definitely received good care because everyone has seen it with their own eyes. If your families couldn't go on living after you joined the army, could you accept that? If you can't accept it, how can you ask others to accept it? Is there such logic?"

Facing Zhang Yu's questioning, no one dared to continue questioning or opposing.

By May 1914, the troops who had been enlisted for three months began to go home to visit on a large scale. In order to display the People's Party's military strength, the troops combined the home visits with large-scale new army training. The troops conducted a month-long march training in a clockwise direction across more than half of Henan. Wherever there were villages that provided sources of troops, the large units passed through as much as possible. Places that really couldn't be reached were visited separately by small units composed of new recruits from the relevant areas.

Many local people saw the scene of a large unit march of tens of thousands of troops for the first time—that long column stretching as far as the eye could see, and the soldiers singing military songs while marching. It truly gave them a massive shock.
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"When throwing hand grenades, you need to use force from your upper arm and swing outward. Your body movement shouldn't be so large."

"The first action in aiming is to press the butt of the gun against your shoulder. You must press it against your shoulder first."

"When doing push-ups, don't stick your butt up. Lower your stomach."

On the training ground, commanders were constantly correcting the soldiers' incorrect movements. Although their voices might have been a bit rushed, no one was truly angry, and there was certainly no scolding. The young soldiers performed physical training according to the commanders' orders. Under the high-volume training, everyone's face was flushed red, and their backs were soaked with sweat.

Even as a Division Political Commissar, Gu Lu did not relax the requirements for himself. The Sports Science major of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was all about scientific training. Through vast accumulation of figures and practical observation, a most basic daily training volume had been established. Commanders at all levels, including Gu Lu, had to complete this workload every day during military training periods.

First came 100 sit-ups, followed by 100 push-ups. During the break in between, they did leg presses and splits. After doing 30 pull-ups, it was followed by a 3000-meter run. During morning exercises every day, Gu Lu had to complete this volume of exercise with the comrades, then take a cold shower before starting his office work.

Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army crossed the Yellow River, it would be tantamount to formally assuming an offensive posture against Beiyang. Although the Yellow River couldn't be spoken of as a natural barrier like the Yangtze, it was no small ditch either. Logistics and supplies would rely extremely heavily on the Beijing-Hankou Railway. As for the safety of the railway bridge spanning the Yellow River, it could not be ignored. This meant there must be security troops stationed along the railway to guarantee the most basic safety.

"Commissar Gu, when will we fight the Beiyang Second Division?" Comrades from the Division Political Department were eager to know the next military plan.

"We haven't even crossed the Yellow River yet, and you're already thinking about attacking Anyang?" Gu Lu laughed.

"Commissar Gu, after the soldiers visited their families this time, their morale is very high. Speaking of wiping out the Beiyang Second Division, the newly enlisted comrades are all very spirited." At the Division Political Commissar meeting, the political commissars at all levels were very optimistic.

"Then I'd like to ask, aside from thoughts of repaying kindness, exactly how much have the comrades progressed in their class consciousness?" Gu Lu asked.

"Down with the Beiyang exploiting class, liberate all of Henan. We are propagating these principles," a company political instructor said loudly.

Gu Lu smiled bitterly after hearing this. Beiyang was the government, and could be counted as a member of the exploiting class, but Beiyang really wasn't worthy of being called the exploiting class. The company instructor's political concepts were still not clear enough; this really couldn't be considered good news. But Gu Lu himself was very clear that more than a year ago, he and this company instructor were at the same level. When entering Henan, the 4407th Division Gu Lu belonged to had now been expanded into the 504th Corps, expanding from over twenty thousand men to a force of one hundred thousand. Gu Lu had also gone from Division Political Commissar to Political Commissar of the 504th Corps and concurrently Political Commissar of the 4407th Division. Even though they had received supplementation of quite a few commanders from other base areas, expecting the overall quality of the troops to improve vastly while rapidly expanding was also a delusion.

Originally, the People's Party's plan was to cross the Yellow River in May 1914. However, after the army expansion, the quality of the troops dropped severely, so this plan had to be changed to June, after the summer harvest. But after the summer harvest in June 1914, the army's preparatory work was still not completed. Because the troops were invested on a large scale to help the rural common folk near various stations, especially helping military families and state-run farms with the harvest, the entire training plan was delayed again. So by July 1, 1914, the army finally decided to cross the Yellow River after August.

Just as Gu Lu was preparing to assign work to the comrades, a guard ran in. "Commissar Gu, Secretary Zhang and Commander Chai order you to immediately put down all work at hand and go to the Provincial Committee for a meeting at once!" After speaking, the guard handed an order to Gu Lu.

Gu Lu was full of wonder about what had happened to require convening such an emergency meeting. When he rushed to the outside of the Provincial Committee, he found no signs of a large-scale assembly of comrades. Even after entering the Provincial Committee, he didn't see the number of people that would match such an order. In fact, only six people came to attend the meeting. Zhang Yu and Chai Qingguo were naturally there; Henan Military District Political Commissar Yang Baogui, 504th Corps Political Commissar Gu Lu, and 504th Corps Commander Lv Zhonglin also attended the meeting. The other one was someone Gu Lu hadn't expected—Kang Dingyong, Director of the Henan Branch of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Even though Zhang Yu usually looked indifferent, right now he had an agitated appearance. "The Central Committee orders that from now on, we can act freely against Beiyang and the foreign devils."

This news frightened the other comrades at the meeting. The Party Central Committee had never displayed such naked hostility toward the foreign devils until now. Chai Qingguo and Gu Lu at least knew of Chen Ke's worries and expectations, but as for the other three comrades, they simply hadn't thought that the situation would undergo such a tremendous change.

"Secretary Zhang, what exactly happened?" Henan Military District Political Commissar Yang Baogui asked in astonishment.

Zhang Yu's eyes shone. "A few days ago, on June 28th, that Austrian Crown Prince was killed by a bomb in Sarajevo. The Party Central Committee believes a European war will start before long. Once the European war begins, the British and French naturally won't be able to wage war directly against our base areas anymore. Since they can't free up their hands to hit us, we naturally can free up our hands to deal with this bunch of foreign devils!"

"Secretary Zhang, was this judgment made by Chairman Chen?" Yang Baogui cared very much about this key question. Years ago, after Chen Ke wrote *Killing Cixi*, Yang Baogui was still a division commander. He had accompanied Chen Ke to meet Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi. Since then, he had never harbored any doubts about Chen Ke's strategic judgment.

Zhang Yu handed a telegram to Yang Baogui. The content of the telegram was exactly the same as what Zhang Yu had said, and the final signature was Chen Ke. Seeing this signature, Yang Baogui completely relaxed his heart. "Then how does the Central Committee prepare for us to fight?"

"Regardless of whether the troops are ready or not, move one division across the Yellow River first," Zhang Yu replied.

While Zhang Yu was giving strategic instructions at the Party Committee meeting, Chen Ke also convened a Central Committee meeting. The heaviness that had pressed on Chen Ke's heart for several months was swept away. As long as World War I started, Chen Ke could determine who the enemy before his eyes really was. He had to admit that even though he strove to build relations with the United States, Chen Ke still didn't dare to truly offend the British. Learning that China's greatest enemy finally had no time to look east, Chen Ke's mood was as light as if it had sprouted wings.

The comrades of the Central Committee could also see Chen Ke's mood. A large batch of People's Party cadres had gone abroad for inspection the year before last and last year; everyone at least knew some of the basic situation in Europe. Germany and Austria were allies. The Austrian Crown Prince and his wife had been killed by a bomb, so war was unavoidable.

More detailed intelligence had reached the base area via telegram in the past few days. At the end of 1912, in the First Balkan War, the Balkan League drove out the Turks. But when negotiating the peace treaty terms, the European powers each supported one side, almost expanding this war into a war between the great European powers. In order to obtain access to the Adriatic Sea, Serbia demanded to enter northern Albania. Austria-Hungary opposed this with German and Italian support, while Russia and France did their utmost to support it. Both Russia and Austria carried out partial mobilization, and the situation was unusually tense. But considering its weak strength and poor combat preparations, Russia had to make concessions to Germany and Austria. The Balkan issue was submitted to an international conference for discussion. In December 1912, a peace treaty conference was held in London, and a conference of ambassadors from the six European countries of Britain, France, Russia, Italy, Germany, and Austria was held at the same time. At the ambassadors' conference, the Entente Powers supported the Balkan League, while the Central Powers supported Turkey. At this time, a coup suddenly occurred in Turkey, and a pro-German government took the stage. With German support, it refused to give up Adrianople, and negotiations broke down. On February 3, 1913, the Balkan League started military operations again. In March, they captured Adrianople, and Turkey had to sue for peace again. The London Conference resumed in May, and the belligerents signed a peace treaty. Turkey ceded all territory west of the Enos-Midia line to the Balkan countries, retaining only a small area near Istanbul. The Albanian people, after long-term struggle, finally won independence.

Differences occurred among the Balkan League countries when distributing the spoils, and quarrels ensued. Because Bulgaria obtained the most land, Serbia demanded that Bulgaria hand over a part of Macedonia to it. Greece demanded southern Macedonia and Western Thrace. Montenegro also wanted to obtain part of the land from Bulgaria. Even Romania, which had not participated in the alliance, demanded Southern Dobruja from Bulgaria. All were refused by Bulgaria. Turkey also wanted to take the opportunity to retake the Eastern Thrace region. As a result, these countries with territorial demands united to deal with Bulgaria. The Central Powers did their utmost to destroy the Balkan League, while the Entente Powers openly stood on the side of Greece, Serbia, and the others. On June 1, 1913, Serbia and Greece signed an anti-Bulgarian alliance, and Romania subsequently joined this alliance. In order to strike first, Bulgaria declared war on Serbia first on June 29. Montenegro and Turkey soon joined the anti-Bulgarian war. Bulgaria suffered defeat in the war. On August 10, the two sides signed a peace treaty in Bucharest, Romania. Romania obtained Southern Dobruja, Serbia obtained the greater part of Macedonia, and Greece obtained southern Macedonia, Western Thrace, and Crete. Turkey used the internal strife of the Balkan countries to retake Adrianople.

The two Balkan Wars promoted the national movement of the Slavs in Bosnia and Herzegovina under Austro-Hungarian rule. They demanded to merge with Serbia and establish a Greater Serbia state. The Austro-Hungarian Empire resolutely opposed Serbia's expansion and decided to annex Serbia. The conflict between Austria and Serbia was bound to cause a conflict between Austria and Russia, as well as a conflict between the Central Powers and the Entente Powers. The Balkans had become the focus of the contradictions between the European powers and the powder keg of Europe.

On June 28, 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Crown Prince of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, participated in commanding a military exercise. The exercise was held in Bosnia, controlled by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and took neighboring Serbia as the imaginary enemy. A secret organization in Serbia sent multiple killers, lying in ambush within the city of Sarajevo, preparing to assassinate him. After the exercise ended, Ferdinand and his wife entered the city area in an open-top automobile. An assassin threw a bomb at the automobile, and the entire automobile was blasted into a ball of fire.

The event of Franz Ferdinand's assassination in Sarajevo was utilized by the two major military blocs pushing for war. The militarists of Austria-Hungary clamored loudly, "Draw the sword, aim at Serbia," to thoroughly destroy the obstacle to Austria-Hungary's hegemony in the Balkans. A Vienna newspaper wrote: "For six years we have been waiting for all the serious tensions to finally explode... We want war, because this is our inner conviction. Our ideal can only be realized through a war, in a radical and sudden manner: that is a powerful Austria." The day after the incident occurred, Austro-Hungarian Chief of General Staff Hötzendorf and Foreign Minister Berchtold both believed that the time to "solve the Serbian problem" had arrived, demanding immediate military mobilization to declare war on Serbia. But they also worried about Russia's intervention, so they asked Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany for help.

The People's Party currently did not know that this bomb actually had a huge relationship with the People's Party. Due to the development of synthetic ammonia technology, the People's Party's production volume of nitro-high explosives surged. Chen Ke had liked chemistry since childhood. Perhaps it was a boy's nature, or perhaps Chen Ke himself had antisocial tendencies at that time; in any case, he was once very keen on the research of illegal chemical stimulants and explosives. The People's Party's gel explosive production was decent. aside from being used in various mines and engineering projects in China, a portion was even sold to India.

Merchants under heaven all had the same virtue. For the sake of making a profit, a small portion of gel explosives was actually sold from India to the Balkan region. During the investigation of the assassination case, a small piece of iron with "Made in China" written on it was found in the wreckage of the Crown Prince's automobile. That was the trademark the People's Party adopted on all gel explosives.
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"Commander Duan, the People's Party has crossed the Yellow River!" A staff officer jogged into the Beiyang Second Division headquarters in Anyang city.

Duan Zhigui stood up abruptly after hearing this. "The deployment funds have already been issued. Order the brigade commanders of the Second Division to meet here. Our Second Division will move south along the railway to meet the enemy."

The decisive order startled the staff officer. He opened his mouth but couldn't say anything.

Duan Zhigui rolled his eyes. "What are you waiting for? Go transmit the order!"

After the staff officer ran out and no one else was around, Duan Zhigui sighed slightly. He actually didn't want to fight, but Duan Zhigui knew Yuan Shikai's temper extremely well. If Duan Zhigui dared to ask Yuan Shikai for reinforcements, help might come, but Duan Zhigui's time as the commander of the Second Division would be over.

The brigade commanders of each regiment arrived quickly. Duan Zhigui sat in the main seat and said loudly, "Brothers, the People's Party has crossed the Yellow River and their footing is not yet stable. We should advance now and deal them a head-on blow. The chances of victory shouldn't be small. Since last year, our monthly pay has been issued according to wartime rates. We raise soldiers for a thousand days to use them for one hour; this is the time for us to work like horses for the Grand President. Does anyone have anything to say?"

Seeing Duan Zhigui's fierce gaze, none of the brigade commanders dared to say anything more. finally, someone asked, "Does the Grand President know about the troop movement?"

Duan Zhigui said coldly, "I have just ordered someone to send a telegram to the Grand President. He should know before long. The Grand President said last year that since our Second Division has retreated to Anyang, we don't need to retreat anymore. Anyone who dares to withdraw from Henan will be dealt with according to military law immediately. The Grand President stresses discipline the most. You are all brothers who have followed the Grand President for so long, I don't need to say more about this, do I?"

Yuan Shikai had never been soft on violations of military discipline, let alone desertion in the face of battle; he wouldn't even easily let off those who whispered in the ranks. Duan Zhigui's words weren't even a threat; if the Second Division really dared to retreat from Henan to Hebei, the heads of the senior officers, including Duan Zhigui, would roll.

Duan Zhigui's face was gloomy as he said murderously, "Brothers, if we retreat now, there is only a dead end. Even if we don't retreat, given the People's Party's methods, we'll just die sooner or later. Since it's death either way, let's fight it out with those rebels of the People's Party. With the determination to fight to the death—'the fish dies or the net breaks'—it's still uncertain who will die. If you don't want to die a cowardly death, then follow me, Duan Zhigui, and fight the People's Party! I'll say this upfront: this time we advance with no retreat. Whoever dares to be as timid as a mouse before the enemy, I, Duan Zhigui, will personally send him on his way!"

The news of the Beiyang Army moving south was quickly sent from the People's Party intelligence station in Anyang to the Hebei Circuit (Xinxiang). Ever since the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army crossed the Yellow River, the Henan Military Region believed that Duan Zhigui would not sit in Anyang waiting for death. However, the comrades of the Henan Military Region thought Duan Zhigui would flee north; they didn't expect Duan Zhigui would actually move south.

"Duan Zhigui has such guts, diving in alone like this?" Due to excitement, the words of some staff officers in the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army began to go off the rails.

Kang Wenzheng, the current commander of the 4407th Division, frowned. Kang Wenzheng had graduated from the People's Party Army Academy and was a 28-year-old "veteran" who had participated in many battles. Kang Wenzheng found the Beiyang Army's "menacing" offensive laughable. Of course, the staff officer's words also struck Kang Wenzheng as completely inappropriate.

As the fist unit of the 540th Corps, the proportion of veterans in the current 4407th Division had dropped to 50%. Even among these veterans, less than one-fifth had combat experience. Compared to the Beiyang Army, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had the advantage in training. In terms of equipment, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was inferior to the Beiyang Army, especially in artillery units; a Beiyang division had at least 24 guns. If the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army included mortars, their artillery numbers might exceed Beiyang's. It was just that the caliber of their field guns was far inferior. In terms of actual combat experience, the two forces were completely six of one and half a dozen of the other.

"If Duan Zhigui wants to catch us while our footing is unstable, it is absolutely impossible for him to succeed," Kang Wenzheng said. "But in which area will the battlefield be set?"

The comrades looked at the map, having no clue in their hearts. Just then, the communications officer delivered the latest telegram.

After reading it, Kang Wenzheng's brows furrowed. Almost at the same time the Beiyang Second Division moved south rapidly, Yuan Shikai, far away in Beijing, ordered the newly formed Beiyang Twentieth and Twenty-First Divisions to depart from Beijing by train to reinforce Duan Zhigui's troops. It looked like the battle was going to be big.

"We definitely have to fight, but where will the battlefield be?" Kang Wenzheng asked the staff officers.

The comrades' eyes fell on the map again. If possible, the comrades all hoped Duan Zhigui would lead the Beiyang Second Division straight into the Xinxiang Railway Station. Then the Workers and Peasants Red Army would heavily surround them and wipe them out completely. But this beautiful imagination was impossible to realize.

"Duan Zhigui is moving along the railway. It's really not easy to catch him." The comrades in the staff department scratched their heads.

"Send a small detachment to blow up the railway?" A comrade suggested.

"Even if the railway is blown up, the Beiyang Army can walk back. It doesn't mean much. We will need to use the railway later too. If it's blown up, the Beiyang Army won't repair it for you; we'd have to repair it ourselves." Someone refuted.

"The two Beiyang divisions are also moving south. Duan Zhigui is currently taking his time to engage us. Once the fighting starts and the two Beiyang divisions reinforce them, this battle will be even harder to fight." Some staff officers also worried about the overall war situation.

Kang Wenzheng looked at the map, also quite vexed. Once a strategic misjudgment occurred, they would fall into passivity. This time, the Henan Military Region's strategy assumed the Beiyang Army would stay put or even retreat. With Duan Zhigui advancing so decisively, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army couldn't come up with a good plan for the moment.

"Let's propose a new strategic adjustment to the Corps headquarters," Staff Officer Mu Husan said.

"What adjustment?" Kang Wenzheng asked with a frown.

"Our 4407th Division's main force will avoid Duan Zhigui's troops and thrust directly into Anyang. We will try to capture Anyang before the Beiyang reinforcements arrive. The Corps should send the 5404th and 5405th Divisions across the Yellow River to attack Duan Zhigui's troops from the left and right with absolute superior force. After destroying Duan Zhigui's troops, continue north to annihilate the Beiyang reinforcements near Anyang," Mu Husan said calmly.

This plan was simple and brisk, responding to the Beiyang Army's movements. But the scale of the entire battle was expanded at least three times. For the 4407th Division, a division-level unit, to propose a corps-level operation plan was a bit too bold. Not only were the other staff officers startled by this plan, but Kang Wenzheng also felt a bit uneasy. He thought for a while and asked, "If we implement this plan ourselves, what does everyone think?"

Although he asked everyone, Kang Wenzheng's eyes fell on Mu Husan's face. "Chairman Chen has always required us to concentrate superior forces to fight battles of annihilation. Our single division can't do that no matter what. Rather than fighting this battle with a slight troop advantage when we are short on forces, it's better to ask the Corps headquarters to go all out."

The Army Academy taught the mobile warfare advocated by Chen Ke: concentrating superior forces to fight battles of annihilation, closing the door to beat the dog, and besieging a point to strike the reinforcements. These were all contents of repeated training. Logically, Mu Husan's suggestion should have easily won Kang Wenzheng's approval. However, Kang Wenzheng found that when facing such an emergency, he couldn't make up his mind immediately. Kang Wenzheng suddenly missed the days when he fought under Chen Ke; back then, he only had to focus on doing his own job well. Strategically, the People's Party was always fully proactive; as for tactics, bringing out what was trained daily was enough.

After finally collecting his thoughts, Kang Wenzheng ordered, "Send a telegram to the Corps according to Comrade Mu Husan's suggestion."

The 540th Corps received the news of the Beiyang Army moving south almost at the same time as the 4407th Division. The Corps headquarters sent a telegram to Wuhan via the provincial military region while beginning to study the situation. Thanks to the smooth railway communications lines, they received the views on the future war situation from Wuhan and the 4407th Division almost simultaneously. The two telegrams had similar views on operations, only the signatures and tones were different. Chen Ke required the Henan Military Region to immediately implement a battle of annihilation against the Beiyang Army. In the 4407th Division's telegram, the tone was one of earnest request.

Chai Qingguo had already gone down to the Corps headquarters by this time. He smiled bitterly, "I didn't expect Kang Wenzheng's combat determination to be so great."

The comrades of the Henan Military Region were also a bit embarrassed. The time difference between these two telegrams was not much. It was just that Kang Wenzheng's telegram came a little earlier. In the hour before receiving Chen Ke's telegram, the Henan Military Region was not satisfied with Kang Wenzheng's suggestion. In a situation where the enemy situation was not yet fully clear, Kang Wenzheng dared to come up with a military plan to completely resolve the enemies in Henan. However, Kang Wenzheng had his merits; at least he suggested that the 4407th Division raid Anyang, placing himself within the Beiyang encirclement. If the 5404th and 5405th Divisions crossed the Yellow River, a total force of over 40,000 would scare Duan Zhigui. If Duan Zhigui fled north, then the 4407th Division would likely face the siege of three Beiyang divisions in Anyang. This courage could not be ignored.

Chai Qingguo did not participate in this criticism. He agreed with Kang Wenzheng's suggestion in his heart, but the Henan Military Region had no experience commanding large-scale operations of a hundred thousand troops. How exactly to fight this battle? Chai Qingguo wasn't sure. During his frowning contemplation, Chai Qingguo remained silent. It wasn't until Chen Ke's telegram was delivered to the Henan Military Region command center that Chai Qingguo had no other thoughts. He ordered, "According to the Central deployment, annihilate the Beiyang Army. Liberate the entire Henan region."

Duan Zhigui did not know that the People's Party had made a comprehensive strategic decision within just one day. In Duan Zhigui's mind, these rebels of the People's Party should be in a mess right now. When he first received the news that the People's Party had crossed the Yellow River, Duan Zhigui was truly frightened. In every previous battle with the People's Party, the People's Party had assumed a strong offensive posture. Since the People's Party dared to cross the Yellow River this time, presumably it would be the same. However, subsequent news showed that the People's Party not only did not move north immediately but instead stationed themselves in the Hebei Circuit, dispersing forces to control various county towns. This approach was familiar to Duan Zhigui. Whenever they didn't seek to continue the attack, they would assume such a posture. As an officer of the Beiyang Army, Duan Zhigui found this extremely easy to understand and imagine.

If he waited for the People's Party to gain a foothold in Hebei and move north slowly, Duan Zhigui reckoned he couldn't hold them off. So he simply mobilized the Beiyang Army to move south immediately. He had been terrified by the People's Party's lightning-fast offensive posture many times; giving them a taste of their own medicine—this shock tactic presumably couldn't be wrong.

As for how far south he would really go, Duan Zhigui didn't really plan to fight to the death with the People's Party. Fight a bit; if he couldn't win, then retreat. There was a world of difference between that and shrinking back without even fighting. Yuan Shikai could accept defeat but could not accept cowardice. Since they had to fight anyway, taking the initiative to attack made it less likely to be defeated.

Since he had this plan, Duan Zhigui mobilized all the locomotives and freight cars he could collect, attempting to implement his plan according to the railway mobility taught by the German instructors. Germany had fully utilized railway transport in the Franco-Prussian War, posing a huge threat to the French army. When German officers talked about this, they were truly spitting as they spoke, full of confidence.

July had already entered the 'dog days' of summer, and the weather was exceptionally hot. The trains mobilized by the Beiyang Army didn't have 21st-century air conditioning or electric fans. There weren't many passenger carriages to begin with, and these carriages were all occupied by the officers. A large number of Beiyang troops sat in freight cars; some even sat on flatbeds. Before the troops departed, some better-organized units set up awnings with bamboo poles and cloth on the flatbeds. This abruptly delayed the departure time. The units without awnings saw this and wouldn't stand for it. They returned to Anyang city and rushed into cloth shops to rob fabric at will. After the fabric in the cloth shops was looted clean, the Beiyang soldiers broke into silk shops that had some backing. The owners of the silk shops were quite alert; hearing that the Beiyang Army had started robbing fabric, they immediately shut their doors tight.

How could these Beiyang soldiers who were about to go to the battlefield accept this? A crowd of soldiers began to smash the doors while cursing. When rifle butts couldn't smash them open, they used wooden stakes to ram them. Shop doors were meant to prevent theft, not open robbery. After a dozen strikes broke the doors, the Beiyang soldiers swarmed in, smashed the shop doors to pieces, rushed in, and snatched everything that could be taken. Not only fabric but also various cloth curtains hanging outside businesses on the street that looked usable—later, any door curtain the Beiyang Army saw did not escape.

This rampage lasted a whole day. Under the driving of the Grand Council, the soldiers ended the looting and began to assemble at the railway station. While the citizens of Anyang were still in shock, small units of the Beiyang Army returned. This time they had a clear goal; they no longer molested women or beat citizens. Instead, they tied up twenty-odd tailors and left swaggering.
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The vanguard of the army was the scouts. As the easiest targets to contact and the most elite combat squads of the troops, the slaughter between scouts was extremely bloody and cruel. It was impossible for the People's Party to let Duan Zhigui go south so easily. Even if it was just to make Duan Zhigui think that the People's Party was preparing for a battle with him with all their might, harassment by scouts was necessary. When two small squads charged at each other fearlessly, even if there were only a dozen people on each side, that determined attitude indeed filled the battle with a tragic color.

Both sides used shooting as an opening statement. Trying to aim accurately on a bumpy horseback was indeed a relatively difficult task to complete. The result of two or three rounds of shooting was zero casualties on both sides. When the distance was close enough that there was no time to continue shooting, the scout cavalrymen drew their sabers one after another, shouting and urging their horses to charge at the other side.

He Jing was using cold weapons in combat for the first time. His palms holding the saber were already full of sweat. Seeing the Beiyang cavalry opposite him gripping their sabers with ferocious looks on their faces, He Jing felt his breathing almost stop. At the moment when the two horses crossed paths, He Jing, following the method he had trained countless times on normal days, swung the blade of the saber forcefully towards the throat of the Beiyang cavalryman. Almost at the same time, the Beiyang cavalryman's saber thrust towards He Jing's chest.

The saber hit the steel plate with a clanging sound. Because the impact force brought by the relative speed was all absorbed by the breastplate, He Jing felt a huge force suddenly concentrate on his chest, and his body involuntarily leaned back, making even breathing difficult. However, in this electric spark of a moment, the tip of He Jing's sharp saber had already cut into the throat of the Beiyang cavalryman, and there was no stagnation at all. The tip of the blade did not pause after cutting the throat, continuing backward until it severed the blood vessels on the right side of the Beiyang cavalryman's neck before leaving the Beiyang soldier's body.

Almost the same thing happened between the two groups of cavalry scouts. The breastplate light cavalry of the People's Party suffered almost no injuries. The Beiyang soldiers, who did not expect the People's Party cavalry to wear steel armor inside their uniforms, were almost all hit by sabers. Most Beiyang soldiers were killed with one strike. Only a few lucky ones, or cavalrymen who simply didn't have time to engage in close combat with the People's Party, were lucky enough to escape with their lives. The luck of these lucky ones did not last too long. Seeing their companions suffering heavy casualties, these Beiyang soldiers lost their fighting spirit and tried to flee one after another. The People's Party scout troops pursued relentlessly. Due to the greatly increased shooting density, these Beiyang scouts were hit by bullets not long after they fled.

Every confrontation required a bloody and short slaughter. Even though the People's Party light cavalry was protected by breastplates, this was not a panacea. If the Beiyang Army lost 10 men, the People's Party's loss was around 3. The scouts in the Beiyang Army did not have an undeserved reputation. After all, the Beiyang Army's cavalry was established earlier, had more abundant numbers, and their tactical skills were also above those of the People's Party cavalry.

When Duan Zhigui went south, he did not rely entirely on the "speeding train". He sent out scout troops far ahead as an outpost. The fixed rails of the railway were the easiest targets to attack, and the outcome of a speeding train derailing was extremely tragic. Having encountered the extreme harassment of the People's Party scouts, Duan Zhigui still did not waver in his determination to continue south.

Facing Duan Zhigui's transportation method centered on the railway, and his practice of not stopping at all even when encountering setbacks, the comrades of the People's Party also felt a little uneasy in their hearts.

"Duan Zhigui's troops have a very firm will to fight. Should we deploy the Air Force to assist in the battle?" A comrade proposed this method.

The People's Party's thinking on the use of the Air Force was far ahead of this era. Chen Ke proposed the distinction between reconnaissance, harassment, and strategic bombing. Current aircraft could not implement any strategic bombing at all. The People's Party believed that large-scale sorties and bombing were just things where the loss outweighed the gain. In a team of tens of thousands with firm confidence, the effect that the People's Party's bombing could play was very small. Bombing would merely disrupt the enemy's formation and reduce the enemy's combat efficiency. The idea of relying on the Air Force to resolve the battle was simply unreliable.

"Since Duan Zhigui's troops have such a tenacious will to fight, what use is bombing?" A comrade immediately retorted. The fuel used after the Air Force sortied, the consumption of aerial bombs, and the mechanical failures that were extremely likely to occur, all of these needed to be considered.

"The movement speed of the 5404th and 5405th Divisions is not fast. If we set off now, let alone a surprise attack on Anyang, I'm afraid that after we leave, Duan Zhigui will seize the Hebei Circuit first." The staff officers were quite depressed; the mobility of the brother units was really not trustworthy.

Kang Wenzheng was especially anxious about this. The progress of the battle situation still exceeded expectations. Because they were worried about scaring away Duan Zhigui, although the 5404th and 5405th Divisions had already assembled, they waited for Duan Zhigui's march to exceed halfway so that his retreat would not be too fast, before marching quickly to reinforce. Unexpectedly, despite constantly suffering losses in battles with scouts, Duan Zhigui still advanced so fiercely. What kind of wrong medicine did this Duan Zhigui take?

"Comrade Mu Husan, what do you think?" Kang Wenzheng asked. Since Mu Husan proposed the battle plan, did Mu Husan anticipate the current situation?

Mu Husan did not contemplate or pause. He replied, "Looking at the current situation, I'm afraid Duan Zhigui is preparing to retreat?"

"What?" Including Kang Wenzheng, the comrades in the division headquarters were all startled.

"Yes," Mu Husan did not hesitate. He continued to answer, "Although I can't be sure under what circumstances Duan Zhigui is preparing to retreat, given the current situation, he is definitely prepared to retreat. I suggest proposing to the Army Headquarters that our division begin implementing the operation to encircle and annihilate Duan Zhigui's troops now."

"He's fighting so fiercely, how could he be preparing to retreat?" A staff officer immediately expressed objection.

"Duan Zhigui's Beiyang Army is not a unit that is unafraid of death. If he were this brave, he wouldn't have retreated so obediently to the north of the Yellow River. As early as when we first entered Henan, Duan Zhigui should have pounced on us fiercely. Based on past performance, Duan Zhigui is just a guy who likes to stick to defense. The Army Headquarters believed that this time our division crossed the Yellow River, even if Duan Zhigui wouldn't flee immediately, he wouldn't choose to take the initiative to attack. This wasn't the Army Headquarters thinking blindly," Mu Husan replied.

"Then why on earth is he doing this?" The staff officer questioned.

"Why he is doing this, I am not very clear either. However, the conditions for us to deploy and encircle Duan Zhigui on the spot are already mature. We should adopt such tactics right now." Mu Husan gave his own answer.

Hearing this, Kang Wenzheng's mind moved. He finally discovered why he had been unable to issue orders accurately and timely.

When fighting under Chen Ke's command in the past, every battle proceeded with the highest efficiency. The experience of Chen Ke playing the enemy in the palm of his hand made Kang Wenzheng too accustomed to the mindset of the enemy falling into the most disadvantageous situation almost like a drill. When Duan Zhigui's actions made people indecisive, Kang Wenzheng couldn't help but wait to get more accurate intelligence to adopt the most effective tactical method.

Mu Husan obviously did not have this mindset, just as Mu Husan had just said, "The conditions for us to deploy and encircle Duan Zhigui on the spot are already mature. We should adopt such tactics right now."

Kang Wenzheng remembered what Chen Ke had said at the military academy, "Strategy wins because it is correct, tactics are correct because they win."

Staring at the map for a while, Kang Wenzheng began to issue orders, "Send a telegram to the Army Headquarters. Our unit believes that based on the current situation, the timing to encircle and annihilate Duan Zhigui's troops is mature, so we are starting to implement the encirclement action. Requesting the 5404th and 5405th Divisions to immediately enter combat. The 1st Regiment is to set off now to cut off Duan Zhigui's retreat. The 2nd Regiment is to go north along the east side of the railway, and the 3rd Regiment is to go north along the west side of the railway. The 4th Regiment and the cavalry troops are to march slowly along the railway to implement an encirclement of Duan Zhigui's troops."

Since Kang Wenzheng had already issued the combat order, the comrades in the unit no longer questioned it, nor did they resist.

"Comrade Mu Husan, how long have you been in the staff department?" Kang Wenzheng asked.

"Nine months," Mu Husan replied.

The People's Party imitated the method of the German General Staff. Officers selected from the soldiers at the grassroots level had to be promoted step by step through the channels of officers at various levels, military academies at various levels, and staff departments at various levels.

"The battalion commander of the 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment has reached the time for rotation. I want you to replace him in his position," Kang Wenzheng said.

As soon as these words came out, the comrades in the staff department looked at Mu Husan with various gazes. The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment was generally a unit that fought tough battles. Sending Mu Husan down from the staff department to the front line at this moment could be understood as a demotion, or it could be understood as putting him in an important position.

Mu Husan saluted Kang Wenzheng with a normal expression, "I obey the arrangement."

Duan Zhigui sat in the train compartment, calculating the current situation in his heart. In fact, from the very beginning, he had no intention of having a bloody battle with the People's Party. Even if there was a bloody battle, it wouldn't be one so close to the People's Party. The reason for going south was purely to give Yuan Shikai an explanation. He originally thought that the People's Party would panic and mobilize troops to block the road south. In this way, after fighting a battle, regardless of victory or defeat, he would have a reason to retreat.

But the People's Party just happened to be able to keep their patience. Duan Zhigui wasn't stupid; railway transport wasn't reliable. If he was cut off from the railway by the People's Party when he approached the Hebei Circuit, and the Hebei Circuit was too close to Zheng County occupied by the People's Party, once surrounded by the People's Party with superior forces, Duan Zhigui would find it hard to escape even with wings. So even though the scouts suffered great losses, he still went south nonstop, the purpose being to exchange fire with the People's Party earlier. Even if the situation was advantageous, Duan Zhigui would retreat immediately.

This carriage with sleeping berths was considered luxurious, at least compared to those flatbed cars that used cloth curtains to shade the sun; it was really too luxurious. Duan Zhigui and his entourage of a dozen people occupied a carriage, while on the flatbed cars, there were at least sixty, and at most nearly a hundred Beiyang soldiers crowded together. Because the weather was hot, Duan Zhigui constantly wiped his sweat with a towel while ordering soldiers to fan him. The soldiers fanning him were already sweating profusely, but Duan Zhigui felt that the scorching heat brought by the irritability in his heart had not decreased a bit.

"What on earth is the People's Party thinking?" Duan Zhigui thought with egoistic anger, "I've already arrived at a place less than 30 li from Weihui, and they still haven't made a move. Are they trying to act like shrinking turtles?"

As if Heaven heard Duan Zhigui's heartfelt voice, there was a rush of footsteps, and a staff officer ran in with a panicked look on his face, "Commander Duan, according to reports, rebels have appeared thirty li behind us. They blocked the railway with logs, our retreat is cut off!"

Duan Zhigui slammed the table and stood up, "Why are you only reporting now? What did the scouts go do?"

The staff officer was tongue-tied and couldn't answer. The scouts had suffered heavy casualties recently. Duan Zhigui ordered that the reconnaissance range of the scouts should be around 10 li, while leaving troops to patrol along the railway line. Where did the sharply reduced number of scouts have so much manpower? The scout who came to report was covered in blood. He said that of the 12 scouts with him, only he escaped with his life. The others were either dead or their fate was unknown after falling from their horses; they were all lost.

Before the staff officer could come up with a way to explain, he heard Duan Zhigui order anxiously, "Stop the train. We are retreating!"
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Thirty First Battle Under Heaven (Part 3)

Mu Husan and the comrades of the reconnaissance platoon walked through all the positions assigned to them. Upon returning to the camp, he immediately commanded the troops to start preparing the positions.

"Battalion Commander Mu, why set the main position here? There is no high ground here, and the woods are quite far away. Wouldn't it be better if we set the main position over to the west? We would have the high ground, and the woods would be convenient for stationing troops." The battalion staff officer was quite disapproving of Mu Husan's choice of position.

"The terrain of our position is a gentle slope, which is indeed not very convenient. However, the enemy certainly won't be foolish enough to charge the high ground head-on. We have buried landmines and set up defense lines over by the woods. Unless the Beiyang forces are willing to sacrifice enough men, they won't be able to break through there. Even if they attack with heavy troops, we will have time to temporarily adjust our deployment," Mu Husan replied.

"Then why do we need to hold this line?" The staff officer was still puzzled.

"There is a small river behind us. If the Beiyang Army wants to drink water, they have to pass through here," Mu Husan answered.

"Drink water?" The staff officer was stunned for a moment. It was the height of summer. Mu Husan didn't need to explain too much; the fierce sunlight helped the staff officer figure out many things.

Chen Ke had taught a lot of knowledge, such as the fact that the most annoying thing about building railways is digging tunnels, followed by crossing rivers and building bridges. The Beijing-Hankou Railway naturally couldn't be an exception; the railway line was kept as far away from river channels as possible. The area selected for the People's Party's pre-set positions was a region without direct sources of drinking water. If the Beiyang Army wanted to get water, they needed to cross four or five *li* of open ground to reach the riverbank. Mu Husan had set the 1st Battalion's main position right on the path to the water. To the left was high ground, to the right was a sparse patch of woods. In between these two defensible positions was a deep defense line composed of two trenches.

"But the Beiyang Army..." The staff officer still felt this consideration was really somewhat unexpected.

"The Beiyang Army has combat effectiveness; don't underestimate them. If we want to annihilate them, we must first weaken their combat effectiveness to the maximum extent," Mu Husan replied.

The staff officer looked at the vicious sun, then at the empty direction of the railway, and finally stopped raising objections.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army strove to learn from the PLA, that powerful infantry force. However, Chen Ke still tried hard to use technology to improve the troops' combat effectiveness. So, camouflage uniforms and steel helmets were present. At the same time, the PLA's traditional yellow-green military satchels, Liberation shoes, army green water canteens, and wooden-handled entrenching shovels—this mix of US military and PLA styles gave the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers a peculiar look.

The soldiers didn't care what they looked like; what they cared about was whether these pieces of equipment would affect their actions. Upon hearing that they were to start digging trenches, the comrades took off the thick-soled straw sandals they wore during the march and put on the Liberation shoes tied to their military satchels. It was hot, and Liberation shoes were still too stuffy for marching. The troops didn't use a forced march this time, so most soldiers wore thick socks and straw sandals. regarding straw sandal production, Chen Ke adhered to the People's Party's industrialization mindset; even straw sandals were industrially produced. Although called straw sandals, they were actually rattan shoes selected after hundreds of experiments. In the relatively dry climate of Henan, if not for a forced march, wearing these shoes that combined breathability and lightness in the summer was very suitable.

The comrades of the cooking squad began to boil water and cook rice, specifically boiling a lot of water. Every soldier's military canteen was filled to the brim. After arranging the work, Mu Husan mounted his horse again, preparing to set off with the comrades of the reconnaissance platoon to continue inspecting the positions. Fighting on such flat terrain was indeed a brand-new topic for the People's Party. Mu Husan was actually a bit worried. If he were Duan Zhigui, he would rather adopt a marching on foot approach than continue to implement railway maneuvers. Marching along the railway seemed convenient, but in reality, the danger was greatly increased. Because he had this worry in his heart, Mu Husan felt that if he didn't go look at the terrain again, he wouldn't feel at ease.

But Mu Husan didn't urge his horse forward. Since what he was worried about wasn't the position but the enemy's intelligence, Mu Husan decided there was no need to look for trouble. What choice Duan Zhigui would make was not something the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could determine. Even if Duan Zhigui made a wise decision right now, Mu Husan couldn't grow wings to catch up with the Beiyang Army. Waving to the reconnaissance platoon, Mu Husan shouted, "We're not going. Comrades, hurry up and get ready, conserve your strength and store up energy."

Waiting was agonizing, but Mu Husan didn't force anything. He inspected the positions and arranged work. After finishing these tasks, he also personally participated in the work, digging trenches and preparing communication lines. Time passed quickly, and in the blink of an eye, it was afternoon. "There's sound!" A comrade who had been listening to the movement on the rails with a stethoscope shouted.

"Enter positions!" After Mu Husan shouted, a look of relief first appeared on his face, followed by a sharp expression like a long saber being unsheathed.

Duan Zhigui was not a fool; he didn't order the Beiyang Army to force their way through on the train. After waiting for more than an hour, a large group of Beiyang Army troops wearing cyan military uniforms appeared in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's line of sight. Because of the distance, only a few indistinct columns of men could be seen. After a while longer, the main force of the Beiyang Army began to advance along the railway.

"Battalion Commander, they're just coming over like this?" The staff officer asked Mu Husan in surprise. In the military concepts of the People's Party, such a large-scale cluster action, especially implementing such an action in front of the enemy, was simply insane. An important standard for a modern army is the width of the position the troops unfold. By the late stage of the War of Liberation, the deployment width of a PLA platoon was 200-300 meters. And the deployment width of a fully unfolded division could reach 20-30 kilometers. A larger deployment width could effectively improve the troops' combat efficiency.

The combat capability of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from reaching that level. Even so, a platoon's position reached 100 meters, and the troop disposition was highly echeloned. The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment, where Mu Husan was, was responsible for defending a line 1,000 meters long. But looking through the telescope, a Beiyang force of nearly three thousand men had a deployment width of less than 1,000 meters.

Seeing Mu Husan remain silent, the staff officer couldn't help but ask again, "Are they preparing to charge head-on?"

"Wait until they start charging, guessing blindly is useless." After speaking to the staff officer, Mu Husan said to the deputy battalion commander, "I'm going to take a look at the positions now. You are responsible for the battalion headquarters' work." After speaking, Mu Husan took his guard and ran towards the positions along the communication trench.

On the positions, the soldiers were all huddled in the trenches under the orders of the squad and platoon leaders. When someone spoke in a low voice, the squad or platoon leader would immediately stop them. Even seeing the battalion commander personally arrive at the front-line trenches, everyone just simply saluted and didn't say anything. Most soldiers were about to engage in the first real battle of their lives, and adding the heat, their faces were all flushed red. Some comrades scratched their ears and cheeks, while others pursed their lips tightly. Excitement and nervousness could be seen from their expressions.

Mu Husan was not surprised by the soldiers' nervousness. He still clearly remembered that when he went to the battlefield for the first time, he was even more nervous than the soldiers due to insufficient training. It was only around the tenth time he participated in combat that Mu Husan could ensure he pulled the string before throwing a hand grenade. According to the People's Party's own incomplete statistics, one-third of new recruits participating in combat for the first time forgot to pull the string when throwing hand grenades. The hand grenade's function turned into a brick, and sometimes it wasn't even as good as a brick.

While the soldiers before him were certainly nervous, there were relatively few looks of fear. The pre-battle mobilization had clearly played a role.

Regarding the Beiyang 2nd Division's actions in Henan, it was explained extremely clearly during the pre-battle mobilization. Including the looted commoners and the commoners beaten to disability, these people were invited to serve as mobilization cases. The soldiers indeed had great indignation and disgust towards the Beiyang Army that plagued the commoners.

After inspecting the positions and waiting for nearly another hour, the Beiyang scouts finally appeared. To prevent accidental discharge, the soldiers all huddled in the trenches; this was also experience summarized by the People's Party. So the Beiyang Army's scout cavalry didn't encounter fire until they were more than two hundred meters in front of the position. Just as they stopped there considering whether to continue advancing or retreat, a crisp gunshot rang out. A scout swayed and fell off his horse.

Mu Husan saw all this through the telescope. He sighed slightly. Actually, they could have waited a bit longer. Opening fire now was a bit premature. However, Mu Husan had no intention of blaming the marksman. One shot, one kill—it was obviously the style of a sniper. Because the Beiyang Army was relatively far from Mu Husan, he naturally didn't have enough pressure. Moreover, details in war can never be predicted, and complaining about such things is meaningless.

The Beiyang scouts fled back the way they came. After another good while, the sound of cannons rang out from the Beiyang Army's positions. Although the shelling accuracy was extremely poor, the Beiyang Army's posture was already clear: they didn't prepare to retreat, nor did they plan to detour. The Beiyang 2nd Division commanded by Duan Zhigui was preparing to use military force to break through the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defense line. The war in Henan officially started at this moment.

After the shelling came the infantry charge. When the large group of men in cyan military uniforms charged towards the People's Party's defense line, the troops immediately straightened up from the trenches. As imagined, the Beiyang Army hadn't entered effective range, and shooting sounds had already come from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions.

The 1st Battalion commanded by Mu Husan was no exception. He could even hear the squad and platoon leaders nearby ordering soldiers to save bullets and not to shoot. Under the swift adjustments of the squad and platoon leaders, the shooting sound quickly stopped.

This round of shooting temporarily caused the Beiyang Army's attack to stagnate slightly, then the Beiyang Army continued to advance in a dense formation.

The 1st Battalion's staff officer was a young man. He watched this dense charge formation dumbfounded, unable to even speak. Once they entered effective shooting distance, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally began shooting. Many people in the front rows of the Beiyang Army fell. But the Beiyang Army not only didn't pause, but instead accelerated their charge while returning fire.

The command authority of the absolute front line was in the hands of the company commanders. As the battalion commander, Mu Husan was responsible for commanding the entire battle line. Watching the brave advance of the Beiyang main force, Mu Husan felt much more at ease.

Sure enough, the People's Party's mortars began to fire. After the muffled sounds of launching, the firelight of exploding shells began to rise centered on the Beiyang Army's attacking ranks. Shrapnel flew horizontally, and the Beiyang troops near the impact points fell in patches. Even so, the cyan stream of people of the Beiyang Army continued to attack.

"It seems that the Beiyang Army being called 'Courage First' really makes sense," Mu Husan finally said to the staff officer beside him.

This issue really exceeded the staff officer's imagination. He took a lot of effort to understand Mu Husan's meaning. "'Courage First' shouldn't mean sending oneself to death, right?"

Just as the staff officer finished speaking, after the Beiyang Army entered the 50-meter shooting range, the light machine guns on the People's Party's positions began to ring out crisply. If the rifle fire density was insufficient, and the shell density was even more insufficient, the rate of fire of the light machine guns effectively made up for this problem. Every platoon of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had two light machine guns. Tongues of fire lashed at the cyan queues. Amidst flying blood splatters, Beiyang Army soldiers were knocked to the ground row by row.

The Beiyang Army, which had once shown amazing fighting will, collapsed in an instant. While the remaining Beiyang troops began to retreat, the shouts of squad and platoon leaders rang out across the entire front line: "Fix bayonets! Fix bayonets!" A moment later, the sound of the charge bugle rang out on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Holding rifles with bayonets fixed, the soldiers leapt out of the trenches and chased after the backs of the Beiyang Army.

Attacking from behind has always been the time for the greatest results. The backs of the enemies getting closer and closer were excellent targets. Whether bullets or bayonets, both could fully exert their power. From start to finish, the charge took no more than ten minutes. At least one thousand five hundred Beiyang troops were thoroughly annihilated in front of the 1st Regiment, 1st Battalion's position.

The 1st Battalion's staff officer was already speechless. Before the battle, everyone had made ample estimates of the difficulty of this battle. Too many new recruits, unskilled coordination, poor artillery level. In fact, these problems all existed during the battle. The only thing everyone hadn't expected was that Beiyang dared to use 1,500 men carrying only rifles to forcefully charge the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's position in field warfare.

The movement of his throat proved that the staff officer swallowed a big mouthful of saliva. "Battalion Commander, is Duan Zhigui a fool?" the staff officer asked.
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Chapter 31: First Battle Under Heaven (Part 4)

Shifting blame after a defeat was common knowledge, but this was the first time Duan Zhigui had encountered a situation where observers couldn't even clearly explain what had actually happened on the battlefield. Some said the People's Party artillery was fierce, with cannon fire completely covering the battlefield. Others said the People's Party had hoarded a massive number of machine guns, killing the attacking Beiyang troops in one fell swoop. Some just hemmed and hawed, simply not knowing what had actually happened on the battlefield.

Having lost over a thousand men in one go, Duan Zhigui was both shocked and furious. Encountering such a bunch of useless subordinates, he wished he could shoot them all. However, with morale currently shaken, Duan Zhigui knew he couldn't do that. He shouted angrily, "Get out! All of you, get out!"

Sitting in the train compartment, sweat rolled down Duan Zhigui's forehead. He turned and shouted to his personal guard, "Go! Set up a shade canopy outside." Not long after, Duan Zhigui was sitting under the canopy. Although the weather was still just as hot, the breeze outside made it feel much cooler.

The staff officers of the 2nd Division's brigades gathered around the table in front of Duan Zhigui. Several maps were spread out on the table, and everyone had a gloomy expression. The Beiyang 2nd Division had undergone reorganization after retreating to Anyang last year. Although it was still called a "Division" [Zhen], its organization was already that of a "square" division with a strength reaching twenty thousand men. A loss of over a thousand men was less than two battalions. It had a limited impact on the Beiyang Army's strength. But the fierce battle had lasted less than an hour, and the Beiyang Army had lost so many men. The officers of the 2nd Division all felt a sense of bewilderment.

"Lord Commander [Tongzhi], how about we walk back to Anyang now?" a staff officer suggested.

"No!" Duan Zhigui rejected it without a second thought. "I had a hard time getting these dozen or so trains from the Grand President. How can we leave them to the rebel party?"

Once Duan Zhigui started, someone immediately followed up, "The rebel party has already occupied the railway. If we leave the trains to the rebel party, what if they take the trains and head straight for Anyang?"

The staff officer didn't dare to make another sound. He thought to himself, *The People's Party has already occupied the railway. Even without the trains, they can still head straight for Anyang.* But these words could not be spoken again. Given Duan Zhigui's angry appearance, anyone who said too much would definitely not have a good end. Superiors taking their anger out on subordinates was the most common thing in the Beiyang Army. At times like this, saying nothing was the way to protect oneself.

After shutting the staff officer up, Duan Zhigui didn't have a better plan either. Now the Beiyang Army was blocked in the wild, miles from anywhere. There were already People's Party troops in front, and there would definitely be pursuing troops behind. Duan Zhigui's mind was a mess. It wasn't just Duan Zhigui; the other Beiyang officers didn't have any good ideas either. A group of people stared at each other in awkward silence, watching the sun about to set.

It wasn't this group of Beiyang Army men who broke the deadlock, but the mosquitoes and insects that began to come out at dusk. After Duan Zhigui was bitten several times in a row, he finally gave the order, "Have the brothers guard the trains well. We will camp here. Everyone, get on the train, let's discuss this properly."

Back on the train, Duan Zhigui gloomily picked up the teacup brought by his personal guard and took a sip. The water tasted very strange. Duan Zhigui instantly flew into a rage, "What kind of water is this?"

The personal guard was frightened out of his wits. He hurriedly explained, "Excellency, we left in a hurry this time and didn't replenish the water on the way. This is all the water left."

Because they had been traveling by train the whole way, Duan Zhigui hadn't paid attention to such things as drinking water. Receiving the news of the People's Party's advance, Duan Zhigui had immediately ordered the troops to move north, and had even less time to replenish supplies. Hearing the guard's words, Duan Zhigui completely understood the reason. But after understanding the problem they were currently facing, the flames of rage in Duan Zhigui's chest burned even more fiercely. The guard's words seemed to be accusing Duan Zhigui of incompetence in command.

"Get out! Get out!" Duan Zhigui kicked the guard out of the private compartment. Seeing the nearly maniacal Duan Zhigui, the other officers glanced at each other and dared not speak even more.

"Gentlemen, right now we shouldn't even think about walking back. Either we clear the railway and take the train back, or we hold our ground here and wait for reinforcements." After saying this, Duan Zhigui felt a bit thirsty. He subconsciously reached for the cup, only then remembering that the water in it tasted terrible. Plus, he had just kicked the guard out. To maintain his image, Duan Zhigui forcibly retracted his hand and continued in a dry voice, "Send people to find water now. We can't let the brothers go thirsty."

Although it was called a military conference, in the Beiyang context, it meant a few high-ranking officers formulating a plan for subordinates to execute. If the execution was good, naturally the officers had planned well; if the execution was poor, then the subordinates were too useless. In this situation, how could they possibly discuss any result? After more than an hour of thirst, Duan Zhigui had the guard outside bring him water. Not long after, Duan Zhigui drank the terrible-tasting water but complained no more. Instead, he started talking about the possibility of digging wells on the spot in the dark.

The military conference of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also proceeding tensely. First was the summary of the day's battle. Annihilating over a thousand men was a total count. In reality, less than a third were killed on the spot; seven or eight hundred Beiyang soldiers who were wounded or couldn't run away were taken prisoner. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's casualties were less than fifty, and most of the wounded had light injuries. They could continue to fight after being bandaged up. On the contrary, the comrades who sprained their ankles during the pursuit had more serious injuries.

All the problems predicted before the battle had appeared during the fighting. Because of the great victory, everyone could still laugh when these were mentioned at the military conference. Some things really couldn't be solved simply by training or ideological education.

The battalion Mu Husan belonged to had performed the best, with great results and few casualties. Comrades asked Mu Husan to share his experience.

"My experience is that the Political Commissar emphasized again and again at the mobilization meeting: if you don't want to die, you have to eliminate the enemy first. If you want to eliminate the enemy, you have to dare to fight and charge. You must obey orders, you must be brave. Really, speaking of other experiences, they are all those problems we talked about before the battle. Firing prematurely, training results failing to be successfully applied on the battlefield."

Hearing Mu Husan's introduction, the comrades laughed again. This battle had truly exceeded everyone's expectations. The Beiyang Army had indeed shown bravery; if their tactics had been appropriate, the Beiyang Army shouldn't have been annihilated so quickly. So a comrade raised a question, "Does the Beiyang Army only know this one kind of tactic, or were we just lucky—a blind cat bumping into a dead mouse?"

"From the intelligence we've collected, the Beiyang Army really only knows this one kind of tactic," the Regiment Commander laughed.

"If they really only know this one kind of offensive tactic, that would be great," Mu Husan sighed. "If they knew too much, we'd be in trouble."

While they were speaking, a communications officer ran in and handed intelligence to the Regiment Commander. After reading it, the Regiment Commander was overjoyed. "Comrades, the other troops of our division have arrived at the designated locations. The Beiyang Army has been completely surrounded by us!"

As soon as this news came out, the comrades in the unit got excited. "Now the Beiyang Army is completely finished." "Annihilate the Beiyang Army, liberate all of Henan!"

The Regiment Commander knew of Mu Husan's conduct at division headquarters. Seeing that Mu Husan wasn't smiling, he asked, "Battalion Commander Mu, do you have any thoughts?"

"Maybe I'm worrying too much, but looking at the current situation, I wonder what Army Headquarters plans to do?" Mu Husan replied.

"How so?" The Regiment Commander was very interested in this.

Mu Husan replied, "Right now, just trapping the 2nd Division is enough. The key is whether or not to take the opportunity to seize Anyang. Only if we can seize Anyang will we have achieved our goal. However, Regiment Commander, I'm overthinking it. I will work hard to complete the mission in the upcoming battles."

The Regiment Commander smiled, "Battalion Commander Mu, the position you are defending is very important. The Beiyang Army will very likely make your location their main attack target. You must defend it well."

"Yes!" Mu Husan replied.

After the meeting adjourned, Mu Husan carefully inspected the night duty issues. Only then did he return to the command post to rest. He hadn't been lying down for long when someone shook him awake. "Battalion Commander Mu, the Regiment Commander wants you to go to Regimental Headquarters for a meeting."

Inside Regimental Headquarters were the Regiment Commander, Battalion Commanders, and two ragged, bruised, and swollen teenage civilians. The Regiment Commander said, "Comrades, these two are civilians who were coerced by the Beiyang Army. Let them explain the situation."

Under the Regiment Commander's pleasant persuasion, these two teenagers finally began to speak about their situation. They were apprentice tailors from Anyang. A few days ago, they were kidnapped by the Beiyang Army and taken into the army to sew shade canopies for the Beiyang troops. Naturally, the Beiyang Army couldn't be polite to tailors; any slight dissatisfaction was met with punching and kicking. Besides the shade canopies, the tailors were also made to mend the Beiyang Army's clothes.

Today, the Beiyang retreat was blocked and water sources were scarce, so they were digging wells overnight. The lords of the Beiyang Army naturally refused to dig pits themselves in the dark, so the tailors were gathered together and turned into coolies. Since it was pitch black, these two apprentices, who could no longer stand the beatings, fumbled their way out to escape. They thought they could escape the tiger's den, but they hadn't run far when they were caught directly by the sentries set up by the People's Party.

Having spoken to this point, the two teenagers began to cry. The Regiment Commander tried to comfort them with a few words but couldn't stop them. Handing the teenagers over to the guards to take down for rest, the Regiment Commander said, "What does everyone think?"

"Let's launch a night raid," the 3rd Battalion Commander said. "The Beiyang Army doesn't even have water right now. A night raid could throw them into chaos."

"What's the use of throwing them into chaos? Besides, if our troops carry out a night raid, I'm afraid we'll be the ones in chaos," the 4th Battalion Commander said.

The Regiment Commander, Battalion Commanders, and Political Commissars all smiled bitterly. The quality of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from being able to effectively conduct night raids. The 4th Battalion Commander was telling the honest truth.

"The Beiyang Army is preparing to dig wells, so the possibility of them launching an attack on us tonight has decreased. We can probably take a good rest," Mu Husan stated his view. "I think we should rest well and fight again tomorrow during the day."

"The Beiyang Army is short of water; we can't just let them dig wells so easily, can we?" The 2nd Battalion Commander wanted to make full use of the Beiyang Army's predicament.

"Digging wells depends on luck. Even in the daytime, one might not necessarily succeed, let alone in the pitch dark. The Beiyang Army hasn't established a specialized well-digging team like us, so what is there to fear?" The Regiment Commander supported Mu Husan's opinion. "Hurry back and rest. The fighting continues tomorrow."

Mu Husan left Regimental Headquarters and fell asleep immediately upon returning to battalion headquarters.

Early the next morning, the troops cooked and ate according to wartime discipline. Then they waited for orders.

After 8:00 AM, scouts sent back news. The Beiyang Army had begun to advance toward the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defense line. Soon, traces of aircraft appeared in the sky. Another half hour passed, and more detailed intelligence was transmitted back; the total number of Beiyang troops attacking this time was around 5,000.

Not long after, the Beiyang side raised artillery spotting balloons. Almost simultaneously, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's spotting balloons also ascended. The Beiyang Army's artillery immediately began firing. A new day of battle had unfolded.
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Chapter 32 First Battle Under Heaven (Part 5)

The shooting from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force relied on a transmission mechanism to control two rifles fixed on both sides of the aircraft wings. "Bang bang bang bang!" After a few gunshots, several holes appeared on the Beiyang Army's observation balloon. The pilot wanted to fire a few more shots but did not continue to pull the trigger. Releasing his hand from the firing controller, the pilot pulled the aerial photography control lever a few times over the long train queue of the Beiyang forces. Only then did he turn the nose of the plane and fly towards the improvised airfield. In the air, accompanied by a series of screams, the Beiyang Army's observation balloon slowly began to descend.

The smoke on the improvised airfield had not yet completely dispersed. The nose of a plane that had crashed due to a malfunction during landing was still smoking. Comrades around it were desperately throwing sand and loess onto the burning nose, trying to extinguish the fire. Seeing a new plane returning, the ground crew said nothing and threw ropes over the crashed plane. With a shout from twenty people, they dragged the plane away to clear the runway.

This was not the first time a plane crash had been witnessed. The pilot excluded all distracting thoughts from his mind and concentrated on maneuvering the plane to land. As the creator of the Air Force, Chen Ke had long predicted that most accidents would happen during takeoff and landing. Facts had proven that Chen Ke's prediction was not wrong. Therefore, every pilot had the experience of reciting various operating procedures countless times. They also had to train the mentality of remaining fearless in the face of danger at any time.

The plane landed safely under the worried gaze of the ground crew. When the plane came to a steady stop, the pilot had already unfastened his seat belt and jumped out of the plane. He asked the ground crew rushing over, "Are there any casualties?"

"Heaven bless us, one of the landing gear struts broke during landing, but the pilot is fine," the ground crew replied thankfully.

The pilot let out a long sigh of relief.

The pilot of the crashed plane sat dejectedly in a temporary hangar made of a straw shed. With a look of annoyance, he and two equally annoyed and ashamed maintenance mechanics sat in front of the safety officer to answer questions. This was also the rule of the People's Party; any practical experience needed to be accumulated.

Soon, another pilot also flew back. After getting off the plane, he found the pilot who had landed safely just now. "Captain Liu, why didn't you fire a few more shots at the Beiyang balloon?"

Captain Liu shook his head, "We are all flying in the sky. If we were shooting at each other, then life and death are up to fate. But I really can't bring myself to just make them fall to their deaths when it's so one-sided. The Beiyang side only has those two balloons. How did you deal with their other one?"

The pilot who landed later laughed: "I was originally afraid people would say I was soft on the enemy. Seeing that you didn't strike a deadly blow, I just fired a few shots to let them go down and be done with it. Fighting a war is one thing, a massacre is another. You aren't afraid of being scolded, so at most I'll get scolded together with you."

At this time, the ground crew had already unloaded the camera, and intelligence personnel ran over to ask the two pilots to go back and draw out the observation situation.

Captain Liu said while drawing: "The Beiyang forces are currently divided into three parts. One part is in the north attempting to break out, one part is defending in the south, and another part is guarding the train. It seems I also saw people digging pits on the ground, but it didn't look like they were digging trenches."

The pencil rustled as it marked 'X's on the terrain sketch, quickly marking out the Beiyang Army's layout.

These sketches were sent to the division headquarters by messengers on horseback. The Staff Department of the division headquarters compared and cross-referenced the markings drawn by different pilots, roughly deducing the enemy's troop distribution.

Regarding the Beiyang Army's troop distribution, the Staff Department's evaluation was, "Purely seeking death."

"If they wanted to defend, they should have formed a circular formation. Splitting into three pieces like this, isn't that just letting us defeat them one by one?"

"There's no echelon formation at all, they just know to defend the train to the death. At the very least, they should have set up a formation with the artillery position as the core. That would at least allow the artillery to support the defensive battle as much as possible."

"You can't say that either. If we start directly from the south, and the Beiyang Army's southern group retreats north, this defensive formation would be formed."

"Retreating back? At least dig a few trenches. Retreating on this flat ground would be like herding sheep. If they gather in a pile, a few bombings from the planes and they'll panic."

"Aren't they also digging pits?"

"That's not digging trenches. News came yesterday. The Beiyang forces are digging wells."

"Maybe they are burying landmines?"

"Does the Beiyang Army have the concept of using minefields to cover flanks?"

The combat experience of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from sufficient, but this young army had at least inherited the tactical system of the PLA. The young staff officers completely looked down on the Beiyang Army's military deployment. The attitude of mockery was extremely obvious.

Just then, Kang Wenzheng entered the Staff Department. As soon as he entered the door, he asked, "Do the comrades have any views?"

The sketch was immediately pasted onto the blackboard. "Go straight from here to the Beiyang Army's train stop, occupy this high ground first, set up machine gun and artillery positions, and we can completely control the situation."

The People's Party's tactical routine was very clear. In plain areas, control the high ground, suppress the enemy's firepower points, and then destroy the enemy's key points one by one. These needed no discussion.

"The comrades from the Air Force unit said that no special troop force could be seen on the high ground of the Beiyang Army at present. It is very likely there are no machine gun positions." A staff officer said while shaking his head slightly. 'If three walk together, one can be my teacher'; as a teacher of wrong experience, the Beiyang Army was indeed competent enough.

Kang Wenzheng looked at the map for a while and nodded, "Compile the attack plan according to this line of thought."

"Should we wait for the aerial photos to be sent over?" A staff officer reminded Kang Wenzheng.

Kang Wenzheng replied: "It will be too late when the aerial photos are sent. Let's deploy according to the topographic map first. The longer we wait, the greater the changes in the enemy."

Half an hour was used to modify various battle plans. By the time the modifications were finished, the aerial photos had also been delivered. The pilots' memories were excellent; the sketches were almost identical to the actual situation. Another half hour passed, and the troops, who had been on first-level combat readiness, began to move out according to the plan.

"One Point, Two Faces" did not need to be explained to the troops at all. When attacking the enemy, concentrate strength to break through one point, and after succeeding, rapidly expand the results. Frontal attack combined with side flanking, encirclement, segmentation, and interspersion. With the photos, the key points of attack were completely determined.

The reconnaissance cavalry had fought bloody battles these past few days, completely excluding the Beiyang reconnaissance teams from the hidden areas of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even various hidden march routes had been determined. 'Plain area' was just a general term; there were also undulating terrains. Relying on the maximum concealment effect provided by camouflage uniforms, the infantry moved to the departure positions in company units.

"As the sharp knife company, our company must get as close to the enemy as possible." The commander of the 1st Company, 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment spoke in a low voice to the platoon leaders and squad leaders. He pointed his finger at a place on the photo, "Follow me later to implement the movement before the enemy, move to here."

The platoon and squad leaders were all dumbfounded. Everyone had observed the enemy situation extremely covertly just now. That position was no more than 300 meters away from the Beiyang Army in a straight line. Moving to that place, a single charge would allow them to rush into the large group of Beiyang troops.

"Company Commander, this place requires passing through two gaps. The Beiyang Army might see us." The 3rd Platoon Leader said.

The Company Commander said in a low voice: "We have to crawl through these two gaps. Later, the Deputy Company Commander will command the troops to follow up. I will take the reconnaissance squad to explore the path first. If we are discovered, we will start the charge immediately. If we are not discovered, pass through successively in order. The 1st Platoon crosses last."

Although the voice was low, the Company Commander's attitude left no room for misunderstanding.

"Why not let us, the 1st Platoon, go first?" The 1st Platoon Leader was very unhappy. Generally speaking, in various units, those who could be ranked "First" were the most capable fighting units. They should reasonably be at the very front.

"In case we are discovered by the enemy when passing through these two gaps, the 1st Platoon must immediately launch a charge. You want to not be the sharp knife platoon, but you can't avoid it." The Company Commander laughed in a low voice.

Hearing this explanation, the 1st Platoon Leader immediately became spirited, "Don't worry, our 1st Platoon will absolutely not be vague."

After the work was arranged, as the main attack team, under the leadership of the Company Commander, the company began to advance, bowing their waists and crawling. No matter how generous and heroic they were beforehand, when really groping towards the enemy, the comrades still felt their hearts beating like little drums. The troops advanced in turn by platoon. Watching the Company Commander and the comrades of the reconnaissance squad advancing quickly with vigorous movements at the very front, the comrades following behind felt considerable admiration in their hearts.

The Company Commander took the lead, the Political Instructor was in the middle responsible for command, and the Deputy Company Commander brought up the rear. Except for the platoon leaders repeatedly explaining in a low voice to the squad leaders and deputy squad leaders, "Don't let the comrades hold their guns vertically, hold them flat," all other actions were the rear troops learning from the front troops.

Especially at the two gaps, first the comrades of the two reconnaissance squads crawled past on their stomachs, followed by the Company Commander. This time the platoon leaders' exhortations changed to, "Don't stick your butt up, stick to the ground. Don't look at others, concentrate on feeling if your body is completely sticking to the ground."

In the entire company of more than two hundred people, few actually spoke during the movement. The actual power of commanding the soldiers was assumed by the various squad and platoon leaders. The Company Commander, Deputy Company Commander, and Political Instructor set an example at the very front, or observed quietly. The entire unit quietly approached the Beiyang Army's line.

Quietly groping to a place less than 300 meters from the Beiyang Army, there was a depression. The soldiers hid behind a steep slope more than a meter high. As long as they climbed this steep slope, the sharp knife company could face the formation of the Beiyang Army's central group from a commanding height. The sharp knife company was so close to the Beiyang Army that even the voices of people speaking in the Beiyang Army ranks could be heard.

Looking back, apart from seeing the few liaison officers at the very front of the follow-up troops, the comrades of other units could not be seen at all. Although knowing that the comrades behind would absolutely not be hiding, the Sharp Knife Company Commander still felt a bit crept out in his heart. The comrades concealed themselves perhaps a bit *too* well.

The Company Commander lowered his voice and said: "Saying it one last time, once we rush out, we must hit hard, rush hard, and chase hard. Standing there motionless is just letting the Beiyang Army use you as a target. Follow the original plan."

The comrades who heard this began to whisper the original words to the comrades next to them without error. This was also one of the 'message passing games' during the People's Party's training. Passing messages amidst drum sounds of different intensities to see which company could pass the words to the end without error. After training many times, the troops were already very proficient at this.

Seeing the last few soldiers make the hand gesture for having received the order, the Company Commander waved his arm violently at the 1st Platoon Leader. The Deputy Company Commander had already entered the 1st Platoon. He and the engineers had already used entrenching shovels to shovel out a few footholds on the slope, and simple ladders had also been set up. The 1st Platoon Leader took the 1st Squad and started to move upwards.

The sharp knife company didn't need to keep any reserve team at all. The Deputy Company Commander followed the 1st Platoon, the Deputy Political Instructor followed the 2nd Platoon, the Company Commander followed the 3rd Platoon, and the Political Instructor followed the 4th Platoon. After rushing out, it was just hard rushing and hard fighting.

The Company Commander's heart beat faster, but the subsequent luck surprised even him. After the 1st Platoon went up the slope, the Beiyang Army simply did not discover them. The entire company went up the earthen slope in order one after another. Looking down from this commanding height, they saw the Beiyang troops gathered in several clusters, standing or sitting. But they had no defense whatsoever. The Company Commander had sharp eyes; he even saw Beiyang soldiers secretly playing dice there.

"Fire! Comrades, shoot!" After there was no possibility of approaching with any more concealment, the Company Commander no longer lowered his voice. His thunderous roar rang out on the earthen slope.

The comrades of the sharp knife company began to shoot violently. More than two hundred five-shot Hanyang-made rifles fired a thousand bullets into the Beiyang Army in a moment. The baffled Beiyang troops were knocked down in swathes.

"Bugler, blow the horn!" While the comrades were changing clips, the Company Commander stood up and roared. Almost simultaneously, the "di di da da" sound of the military bugle rang out.
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army 4407th Division, in order to annihilate the Beiyang 2nd Division which had a troop strength roughly equal to its own, launched a concentric attack from the east, west, and south directions, with the exception of the 1st Regiment which was defending in the north.

The first to launch the offensive was the 2nd Regiment attacking from the east. As the charge bugle of the "Dagger Company" thrusting straight into the Beiyang Army sounded, the entire 2nd Regiment, deployed across an attack width of nearly one kilometer, began their assault in three routes: left, center, and right.

The Dagger Company was a unit of the 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment. As they began their attack, the remaining three companies started to advance in echelon along the path opened by the 1st Company. Following closely onto the 1st Company's departure position was the 2nd Company, which included the battalion headquarters. The moment the Battalion Commander stepped onto the high ground, the first thing he did was to deploy the artillery position. Looking down from the high vantage point, the entire battle situation was extremely clear. The soldiers of the 1st Company were completely following the tactics of "fierce fighting, fierce charging, and fierce pursuit". In order to maximize the efficiency of their firepower, apart from the 1st Platoon charging at the very front in a column formation, the remaining three platoons appeared to be in columns but were actually in line formations facing the two flanks. The entire force presented a wedge shape.

As the sharp tip, the 1st Platoon strove forward, while the 3rd and 4th Platoons constantly used volleys and bayonets to eliminate and drive away the enemies on both flanks, expanding the width of the breach. The 2nd Platoon followed closely behind the 1st Platoon, with the goal of fighting alongside the 1st Platoon should they encounter stubborn enemy resistance.

Once the battalion headquarters position was established, there was better overall control of the situation. The Battalion Commander's responsibility was not to charge at the front killing enemies, but to command the nearly one thousand soldiers of the whole battalion to fight more effectively. After observing for just over a minute, the Battalion Commander ordered the 2nd Company that had come up to join the attack on the 1st Company's left flank. In reality, there were only a few choices for combat command: either let the 2nd Company take over the work of the rear half of the 1st Company and continue to split the enemy, or expand the situation already opened by the 1st Company and let the 2nd Company take over a certain flank of the 1st Company to open up a new battle line.

As the soldiers of the 2nd Company charged out in three parts based on platoons led by the Company Commander, the battalion's mortars and 37mm field guns, as well as the heavy machine guns left behind, began suppressive fire towards the enemy.

After the 2nd Company charged out and quickly took over the 1st Company's left flank, the 1st Company's 3rd Platoon no longer needed to expand the left side of the breach. The 3rd Platoon Leader gathered his troops slightly, ordered the comrades to change magazines, straightened out their formation, and immediately joined the frontal attack ranks. With the addition of this platoon, the frontal attack speed of the 1st Company, the Dagger Company, immediately accelerated. Encountering places where enemy forces were concentrated, the 1st Company used the fierce firepower of light machine guns to scatter their organization, while ordinary soldiers fired rifles in squads, constantly knocking the enemy down. After knocking down the enemy, the troops relied on the battlefield terrain to constantly occupy favorable positions to determine the assembly point for the next advance.

Inheriting the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the People's Liberation Army, the combat unit of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the squad as a combat team and the platoon as a combat cluster. A company commander could control an attack direction exceeding 200 meters in width. A battalion commander, on the other hand, could be responsible for an attack direction over 500 meters wide.

Opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Beiyang Army's 2nd Division had assembled over 4,000 combat personnel on this battle width of over 500 meters. One thousand soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army threw themselves at these 4,000 Beiyang combat personnel without the slightest fear. They not only had to fight one against four, but also had to split these enemies who outnumbered them four to one, and even surround and annihilate them.

The attack unfolded very smoothly. The Beiyang Army's front line was stunned by the Dagger Company from the very beginning. Human instinct is to flee immediately when encountering irresistible danger. Ordinary commoners, when facing firepower lethality they have never seen before, might launch a meaningless charge with no possibility of success into a hail of bullets out of ignorance. The Beiyang troops knew how formidable guns and cannons were, so under the sudden fierce attack, their fighting will disintegrated instantly. The Beiyang troops obeyed human instinct and began to scurry away like rats holding their heads. This chaos not only made the Dagger Company's attack extremely smooth but also disrupted the Beiyang Army's formation. The Beiyang soldiers fled in panic towards their core position, unable to organize effective resistance any longer.

Not long after the 2nd Company set off, the 3rd Company's troops caught up to the high ground. The Battalion Commander only observed for a moment before ordering the 3rd Company's troops to continue north, but not to join the 2nd Company's right flank. Instead, they were to go and seize the Beiyang Army artillery position further north of the 2nd Company.

After the 3rd Company set off, the 4th Company caught up. This time the Battalion Commander did not issue new combat orders immediately. It is necessary to hold a certain degree of reserve force in hand, especially when the current battle is going smoothly; there is precisely no need to throw all forces into the battlefield at once. This was a problem repeatedly emphasized in the military academy. "Unless you are battle-hardened, it is impossible to have expectations for tactics that are completely in line with future developments. At this time, comrades must uphold the view of completing the battle with the minimum force. A great victory, a complete victory, sweeping like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves—every one of us hopes for this. When encountering such times, what is most needed is to be able to control oneself."

"Under circumstances where military means are already determined, the firmness in the mind of every commander is the most precious quality. Because we have to be responsible for the entire unit. We do not pursue personal victory; we do not pursue personal glory. We pursue the victory of the entire Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This is not to let us climb to some position over the bones of countless people. It is to maximize the reduction of casualties among our comrades on the basis of ensuring victory."

Facing the collapse of the Beiyang Army, throwing in all forces at one fell swoop might make the situation look better. But after sending the 4th Company onto the battlefield, the Battalion Commander would only have one platoon and the artillery unit left in his hands. Encountering an emergency change, the Battalion Commander would be completely unable to provide any support to the troops.

The 4th Company Commander watched the troops ahead killing into the Beiyang Army like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves, cutting the enemy in half like a sharp blade. The Beiyang soldiers scattered and fled like lambs under spring thunder, and were then knocked down piece by piece. He excitedly asked the Battalion Commander for permission to fight, "Battalion Commander, let our company go up."

"Get ready to move out and await orders at any time." The Battalion Commander was completely unmoved. After refusing the 4th Company Commander, he held up his binoculars to observe the battlefield.

The Battalion Commander was from Anqing. After the Second Battle of Anqing, forced by livelihood, the Battalion Commander, who had studied books, signed up to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Being educated did not make the Battalion Commander immediately valued. Aside from being used as a culture teacher, the Battalion Commander also started as an ordinary soldier. Understanding culture actually became the Battalion Commander's disadvantage; that sour air of an intellectual made the Battalion Commander work in the position of a soldier for almost a year. He then worked as a squad leader for over a year. Comrades did not like his high-and-mighty style and could not accept the Battalion Commander's air of being above others. In various cadre elections, the Battalion Commander could never get the approval of the soldiers, so naturally, he did not get promoted.

Naturally, the Battalion Commander also participated in political training. But as a scholar, naturally, he "did not speak of others' shortcomings". So his lukewarm "gentleman" attitude made the comrades dislike the Battalion Commander particularly. It wasn't until one time when the Battalion Commander finally exploded and got into a big fight with a "disrespectful" comrade. At this time, the Battalion Commander could no longer maintain the "dignity of a scholar", and the depression and unhappiness accumulated in his heart for a long time exploded completely. First, he had a major conflict with the Company Political Instructor, and in the company's "Democratic Life Meeting", the Battalion Commander fearlessly counterattacked the criticisms of the comrades.

In such a fierce collision, the Battalion Commander and the comrades discovered that there were two main points to the gap between the two sides. First, the Battalion Commander indeed felt that scholars were a cut above others. In addition, although the Battalion Commander himself had no bad intentions, he was not a guy who was very good at communication, especially not good at communicating with comrades of ordinary mass origins. After the unit summarized these two points, they proposed that the Battalion Commander either leave or correct himself. Holding a breath of anger at the time, the Battalion Commander expressed that as long as everyone didn't bully people, he was willing to stay. He thought that he had worked for nearly two years, and even if he had no merit, he had worked hard. He felt that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was unfair to him in his current situation.

Changing his previous practice of keeping everything inside, the Battalion Commander finally dared to speak his mind at the "Criticism and Self-Criticism Meetings" and "Democratic Life Meetings". Precisely because he actively started trying to integrate into this collective, the Battalion Commander was also gradually changing. In principle and in practice, the Battalion Commander discovered he was wrong. After blushing with shame and being forced to take the initiative to admit his mistakes the first few times, the Battalion Commander discovered that he had not become wiser than others because of reading books; instead, because he held onto those rigid dogmas from books, the Battalion Commander was precisely unable to "advance with the times". With passive progress, the Battalion Commander suddenly understood one thing one day: his previous life had been about deliberately distorting the "Sage's words", twisting them into statements beneficial to the Battalion Commander. No one opposed him before because the people around the Battalion Commander were either bastard scholars like the Battalion Commander, or because the common people had not read books and had even less time to talk this nonsense with the Battalion Commander.

After understanding this, the Battalion Commander almost committed suicide because of the spiritual pain. He always rushed to the most dangerous places in the war, not to establish merit, but because he didn't have the courage to commit suicide, so he hoped the enemy would "lend a hand" on the battlefield to liberate him from this spiritual pain.

Perhaps it was the blessing of his ancestors, but every time the god of death passed the Battalion Commander by. Yet the war merits he accumulated, as well as that attitude of "disregarding his own life", allowed the Battalion Commander to be constantly promoted. After entering the military academy, the Battalion Commander met He Zudao, the Secretary-General of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At this time, the Battalion Commander had not completely shed that sourness of a scholar. For a Confucian sour scholar, the mentality of "fearing great men" still existed. So the Battalion Commander, who was still a Vice Company Commander at the time, asked this "big shot" for advice, hoping to break free from the pain.

He Zudao listened carefully to the Battalion Commander's words, and then laughed: "Vice Company Commander, you are either living in the future, wanting to establish some merit to prove yourself. Or you are living in the past, what you did right before, or what you did wrong before. If you did something right before, you want to carry forward this right thing. If you did something wrong, you want to make up for it, want to smear over past events, even if you can't completely cover up the past, at least portray the past as if you actually didn't do wrong. When do you live in the present? What are you doing right now, what can you do right now. This is reality. Our People's Party talks about materialism, and materialism tells us that we only live in this second of the present. We can never live in the past or the future."

The Battalion Commander was two years older than He Zudao, but there were at least a dozen levels of class difference between him and He Zudao. He once thought that He Zudao only had his current position because he was Chen Ke's confidant. Being pointed out all his problems so clearly by He Zudao, while ecstatic, the Battalion Commander suddenly discovered that the gap in understanding between the two could not be described by these dozen levels of class difference at all. The two's views on the world were completely different.

Progress is always slow. Even if the Battalion Commander accepted the problems and solutions pointed out by He Zudao, self-reform took several years. But at least for now, although the Battalion Commander was still the same person physically, mentally he had completely turned into another person. At least when commanding in the present moment, facing the fierce battle situation, his heart was extremely calm. Thinking neither of the past nor the future, the Battalion Commander just faced the current battle situation, using all he knew and learned, ready at any time to deal with the arrival of the forever unknowable next second.

Time is fair to everyone; everyone lives in this second of the present. The People's Party is like this, and the Beiyang Army is also like this.

The Dagger Company's attack, just as the name implied, cut open the Beiyang position like a dagger, thrusting straight towards the core position of the Beiyang 2nd Division, which was the Beiyang train column. Not just on the frontal battlefield, but in accordance with the "one point, two faces" tactic, the troops on the two flanks had also rushed up. The two flanks and the central troops formed two semi-encirclement postures and began to split and surround the Beiyang Army. The battle had entered a critical stage; just one more step, and the scales of war would completely tip towards the situation dominated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

At this moment, fierce gunfire rang out from the Beiyang side. That was the roar of heavy machine guns. The Battalion Commander looked towards the sound; he discovered that the Beiyang side had set up heavy machine guns on the train, using the height difference to strafe fiercely at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

And just now, the Beiyang heavy machine guns had been concealed behind some cover, and the Battalion Commander had been focusing on the battle situation, so he actually hadn't been able to see that situation in the extreme distance very clearly.
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Chapter 34: First Battle Under Heaven (Part 7)

"Next time I must be more careful in observing the enemy's situation!" A thought of regret flashed through the Battalion Commander's mind, but this feeling of regret only lasted for a very short few seconds. The Battalion Commander had experience in life-and-death situations after all; he gritted his teeth tightly and continued to observe the enemy situation with his binoculars. The momentum of the Sharp Knife Company's attack had been checked by the enemy's heavy machine guns. The front half of the attack column halted, while the rear half was still moving forward.

After watching for a moment longer, the Battalion Commander finally cursed aloud, "Spread out the formation! Are you standing there just to get hit?"

When encountering fierce resistance from the enemy, one must either concentrate fire to destroy the enemy's strongpoints or use sharpshooters to eliminate them, or rapidly spread out the formation to maintain the offensive line. If the enemy adjusted their troop deployment under the support of their strongpoints and then launched a counterattack, the casualties of the blocked attacking troops would skyrocket.

The Sharp Knife Company and the enemy were clearly exchanging fire. Leaving aside the effectiveness for now, the Beiyang Army, which had been chased like ducks, gradually opened up distance from the Sharp Knife Company under the cover of heavy machine gun fire. A fairly significant distance had appeared between the two sides.

"Artillery, fire support!" Seeing that they couldn't get tangled up with the enemy, the Battalion Commander immediately issued a new order.

"The firing data hasn't been adjusted! No way to guarantee accuracy," the artillery platoon commander replied anxiously.

"Shoot further away first, adjust while shooting! Don't save ammunition now," the Battalion Commander roared. After roaring at the artillery platoon leader, the Battalion Commander asked the communicator, "When will the Fourth Battalion led by the Regiment Commander catch up?"

"There is no sign of the Regimental Headquarters moving forward for the time being," the communicator replied immediately.

The military academy was divided into four levels. Squad and platoon levels were the primary class, trained by various infantry schools. Regiment, battalion, and company commanders were intermediate commanders, trained by various military academies. Senior commanders at the corps and division levels were uniformly trained by the Army Academy. As for even higher-level training, it was the training classes opened by the Military Commission, which were basically of a discussion and seminar nature.

The Regiment Commander and the Battalion Commander had graduated from the same batch of military academy training. Hearing that the Regimental Headquarters had not continued to move forward, the Battalion Commander was furious in his heart. But he understood after a moment. Currently, there were two tactics for fighting against the Beiyang Army. One was to annihilate the Beiyang forces in one go with three routes simultaneously. The other was to thoroughly divide and surround the Beiyang Army, "eat one, clamp one, watch one." Where exactly the breakthrough point was could not be determined by everyone before the battle. In the actual choice during the battle, frontline commanders, especially battalion-level commanders, had a considerable say.

"Fourth Company prepare, follow me up," the Battalion Commander ordered.

The Fourth Company Commander went to prepare cheerfully. The Deputy Battalion Commander hurriedly came up to persuade him, "Battalion Commander, let me lead the team up."

"You manage the artillery and fire suppression units. If there are any orders from the regiment, notify me in time," the Battalion Commander replied.

The Deputy Battalion Commander did not accept the Battalion Commander's arrangement. He said with dissatisfaction, "Battalion Commander, the Commissar is enough for these tasks! You... do you not trust me?"

"I don't trust you? If I get gloriously sacrificed up front in a while, you have to take over. You need to observe the battle situation and be responsible for liaison now. How many times have I said it, you have to use your brain when fighting! Obey orders now and hurry up to make preparations." After the Battalion Commander finished speaking, he took the Fourth Company and headed towards the very front of the line.

The Fourth Company did not directly commit to the assault battle. The Battalion Commander had them replace the First Company's right flank to continue maintaining the offensive. The First and Second Companies fully entered a frontal attack state.

But the situation on the battlefield changed in the blink of an eye. After the Battalion Commander went to the front line, the enemies in front had already hidden within the range of the Beiyang heavy machine guns. The railway roadbed was higher than the ground to begin with, and the Beiyang Army mounted machine guns on the train cars and flatbeds, giving them a commanding height. Having been fiercely struck by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just now, the Beiyang heavy machine gunners, in their fright, operated the machine guns with a violent attitude to fiercely shoot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Looking at their intent, they seemingly hoped to rely on the twenty-something heavy machine guns to kill all the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops.

"Start digging cover!" the Battalion Commander ordered. Hard-on-hard tactics were the method prioritized only when there were no other choices. At this time, they had to rely on individual combat quality to engage in a shooting battle.

The First Company Commander and Second Company Commander argued slightly for a few sentences, but the Battalion Commander pushed them back with one sentence, "Does everyone lack confidence in their own marksmanship?"

Now the two company commanders fell silent. Pre-battle mobilization wasn't just shouting to comrades "sacrifice for the revolution." The troops wouldn't leak military secrets; naturally, pre-battle layout and military action times couldn't be said. However, apart from this, the weapons, troop strength, training, and characteristics of both the enemy and us were all content of the pre-battle mobilization. These things, which were treated as secrets in other armies, were things to be spoken about openly in the the People's Liberation Army's mobilization tradition.

According to the online debates Chen Ke had seen, as well as the literature and comments provided by various parties in the debates, all claimed that the Beiyang Army's infantry aiming and shooting training was extremely poor. Truly, without investigation, there is no right to speak; Chen Ke finally became convinced that this comment was correct. This could be inferred from the Beiyang Army ammunition inventory data collected by the People's Party intelligence personnel. The quantity of bullets used by the Beiyang Army for soldier live-fire shooting in a year was less than 20 rounds.

One must know that in the Eighth Route Army era, even if the number of bullets per soldier in each battle was only 5, the Eighth Route Army attached extra importance to basic shooting technique training. For example, the gun-holding posture involved hanging bricks on the muzzle. Moreover, the Eighth Route Army engaged in tens of thousands of company-level battles during the eight-year War of Resistance. The number of times each soldier fired in actual combat each year was not just five. It was not uncommon for elite troops who fought many battles to fire hundreds of bullets a year. This not only spawned a large number of elite marksmen but also allowed the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the later PLA era to fully mature.

But the Beiyang Army did not have thousands or tens of thousands of actual battles every year. In the intelligence collected by the People's Party intelligence agency, the Beiyang Army also did not have large-scale arduous shooting posture training. The content of Beiyang's training was officers commanding soldiers to charge forward, charge forward.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not have many field troops. The 20,000 troops of the 4407 Division were mostly new recruits, and much of their time was still spent engaging in labor work. Even so, during the half-year reorganization from last year to this year, and the three months of intensive military training, on average, every soldier had fired more than 100 rounds of bullets.

From another angle, one could also see the Beiyang Army's attitude towards live-fire shooting. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had specialized gun calibration personnel, and every soldier had specialized gun calibration and shooting training classes. The troops had specialized gun calibration experts and sharpshooters. Warriors who obtained these two titles were the technical backbone of the troops and had to go down daily to train the warriors. The Beiyang Army did not have these two positions, nor were any duties equivalent to these two units found.

In this pre-battle mobilization, these gaps were specifically explained to the officers and soldiers. Therefore, when the Battalion Commander requested the Sharp Knife Company to start digging cover and trenches to exchange fire with the Beiyang Army, the Sharp Knife Company Commander did not refuse. There were not so many taboos on the battlefield either; not only did they use entrenching shovels to dig soil, but the Beiyang Army corpses scattered on the battlefield were also dragged over to pile up as cover. As a result, some Beiyang soldiers who were feigning death were exposed while being dragged.

The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all of peasant origin and frequently engaged in civil engineering work on normal days. They very quickly built up cover and began to purposefully exchange fire with the Beiyang Army.

The bullets fiercely spewed by the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns rained down on the ground, splashing up spots of mud on the cover, or flesh and blood on the corpses. Duan Zhigui was not a completely incompetent person either; at this time, the routed Beiyang troops also began to attempt to return fire with volleys. Amidst the ping-pong sound of gunfire, Beiyang could be considered to have stabilized its footing for a time.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army no longer attempted to continue attacking. Instead, after returning fire with precise shooting, the casualties of the Beiyang heavy machine gunners, who were the first to encounter the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's focused fire, immediately rose. It could be seen clearly through the binoculars that for every ten shots fired, a certain Beiyang heavy machine gun strongpoint would pause. The Battalion Commander even saw the skulls of several Beiyang gunners being blown off.

Even if the heavy machine guns' shooting accuracy wasn't high, their firepower was fierce, plus there were quite a few Beiyang heavy machine guns. At least seven or eight warriors were injured or killed under the heavy machine gun fire. After first weakening the threat of the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army warriors dared to show their heads more to start shooting. Now it was the turn of the ordinary Beiyang infantry to suffer.

Beiyang did not have the habit of digging trenches, let alone field trenches. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't talk about wiping out an enemy with every bullet, the Beiyang Army, densely packed in front of the train, became excellent targets. The key to the People's Party's Hanyang Type 88 was that it did not use a magazine, but used a stripper clip. This directly led to an increase in the rate of fire.

The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army each had to carry 100 rounds of ammunition. The Beiyang soldiers opposite were either squatting or standing, completely exposed under the muzzles. The warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were hiding in cover or even trenches. Although the range of the light machine guns was not far, so they did not join the battle group for the time being, the accuracy of the warriors' aimed fire was simply not something Beiyang could compare with.

As the time of the exchange of fire prolonged, the Beiyang Army's heavy machine gunners suffered heavy losses. At some machine gun positions, people certainly appeared, but they didn't fire. Watching the enemy anxiously fiddling with the heavy machine guns through the binoculars but consistently failing to operate them smoothly, the Battalion Commander already understood that the enemy's machine gunners were almost exhausted.

Not only were the Beiyang Army's machine gunners exhausted, but in the exchange of fire, the Beiyang troops were knocked down one after another. This severely struck the Beiyang Army's morale. Beiyang soldiers constantly fell to the ground, and Beiyang soldiers standing in front of the train constantly slipped behind the train, attempting to rely on the train body for defense. But the train body was not prepared for war at all; it was either too high or too low. Hiding behind it was okay, but wanting to rely on the train to fight became extremely laughable. The Beiyang Army's fire density dropped greatly, which allowed the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's shooting density to increase greatly.

As one fell and the other rose, while thoroughly suppressing the Beiyang Army's heavy machine gun fire, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also suppressed the Beiyang Army's infantry. The battle completely presented a one-sided situation.

Such a battle situation did not last too long either. When gunshots also rang out from the west of the Beiyang Army, the Battalion Commander knew that the battle situation was completely irreversible.

Sure enough, even braving the fierce fire of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, some Beiyang soldiers still fled over from the other side. Or some Beiyang soldiers simply hid under the train and dared not show their heads again.

With the sounding of the charge bugle from the opposite side, the Battalion Commander ordered, "Slow down the rate of fire, aim before shooting, don't accidentally injure our own comrades!"



★


Chinas Stance Part 1

Volume 5 - Chapter 35

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 35: China's Stance (Part 1)

On the third day after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely occupied Henan, Chen Ke and a portion of the comrades from the General Office set out for Henan. For any province newly liberated by the People's Party, Chen Ke would stay in the provincial capital for a period of time.

Before setting out, Chen Ke ordered the provincial capital of Henan to be changed from Kaifeng to Zhengzhou, which surprised quite a few comrades. Regardless of what speculations the comrades might have had, Chen Ke still did not believe there was any issue. As the transportation hub of Henan, Zhengzhou was far more suitable than Kaifeng or Luoyang to be the provincial capital. Additionally, as a new city, Zhengzhou had tremendous advantages in urban planning. Both Kaifeng and Luoyang faced troublesome demolition and relocation work; once they became the provincial capital, these problems would become exceptionally troublesome.

Upon arriving in Zhengzhou, what greeted Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke was a mountain of documents. Aside from the Beiyang 2nd Division led by Duan Zhigui, the Henan Military Region of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also completely annihilated the Beiyang 20th and 21st Divisions near Anyang. "Fight battles of encirclement, fight battles of annihilation, do not fight battles of routing"—this was the core ideology of mobile warfare. Of course, the work following the annihilation of enemy units was also particularly extensive.

Of the three brigade commanders of the three Beiyang divisions, one was killed in action, and two were captured alive. Duan Zhigui was the unfortunate one who was killed. The documents contained photos of the scene of Duan Zhigui's death. Perhaps the quality of the black and white photo was poor, but in a depression in the ground, Duan Zhigui lay twisted like a broken humanoid toy. According to the report from the anatomy group of the Henan Medical College, Duan Zhigui's body showed signs of injury from artillery shell fragments, bullets, and hand grenade fragments. The cause of death was organ failure due to excessive blood loss. The autopsy found that two bullets had damaged Duan Zhigui's chest, and an artillery shell fragment had severed the artery in his leg. As for whether internal bleeding or external blood loss caused Duan Zhigui's death, the military doctors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had somewhat conflicting opinions.

After the troops learned of the autopsy report, some comrades hoped to determine Duan Zhigui's cause of death in more detail. If he was killed by bullets, then the credit would go more to the frontline infantry. If artillery fragments took Duan Zhigui's life, then the artillery units would claim greater credit. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not yet researched military trauma deeply enough, and coupled with the fact that it was summer, the corpse decomposed quickly after the autopsy. They could only bury the body as soon as possible. In the end, this became a historical mystery. In the war history of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the infantry and artillery shared the honor of killing Duan Zhigui.

These were minor matters. When Chen Ke read the reports, although he didn't say it aloud, one of the issues he was quite concerned about in his heart was the equipment retention rate of the troops. Chen Ke himself had led troops in battle, and before every battle, much equipment had to be unloaded—backpacks, canteens, luggage. Once this equipment was lost, it had to be replenished; it was best not to lose it. The base area's industrial level was far from as powerful as the Americans'; for the Americans, the cost of recovering equipment and shipping it back home was higher than issuing new gear. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to be meticulous in calculation; if it could be saved, it shouldn't be wasted.

After reading the post-battle work reports of the troops, Chen Ke felt quite satisfied. After the battle, the troops immediately began a comprehensive recovery of packs and magazines, and the loss rate was very low. Moreover, the commanders personally led the comrades in the recovery, and did not use criticism or other high-pressure means, but rather adopted methods of education and encouragement. The soldiers were all from ordinary peasant backgrounds, and diligence and thrift were also their instinctive style.

After finishing with this issue, Chen Ke began to examine the prisoner of war issue. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had captured nearly forty thousand Beiyang troops. The actual investigation results regarding these forty thousand people formed a thick stack. The composition of the Beiyang Army had firstly undergone a tremendous change. After reading the report, Chen Ke convened a Military Commission meeting.

The troop commanders had fought such a victorious battle, annihilating over sixty thousand Beiyang troops while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suffered fewer than a thousand casualties. Before Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke, everyone was beaming with joy. The comrades who spoke were full of pride, listing their unit's combat achievements at great length. Even the comrades who hadn't had their turn to speak showed their joy on their faces, waiting to go up and speak.

Self-promotion is human nature. Chen Ke only gave one prompt: "Comrades, when you speak, I will ask some questions and interrupt slightly, so please cooperate."

To be asked questions, the comrades were happy enough; they certainly didn't feel inconvenienced. Chen Ke's questions weren't numerous. The statistics department comrades had summarized the basic situation of the Beiyang Army based on the base area's standard investigation report forms. In each Beiyang unit, what was the percentage of old Beiyang troops? What was the percentage of officers? How long had they been established? What was the personnel composition? Targeting these issues, Chen Ke began to ask questions.

All three Beiyang units had suffered surprise attacks by the People's Party during mobile warfare and had been thrown into disarray from the very beginning. These questions were highly targeted but difficult to pinpoint. The comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also found it hard to give direct answers regarding the characteristics of the Beiyang troops. The general opinion was that their tactics were backward and rigid. They liked to deploy in long snake formations, and as soon as they encountered a flank attack or their frontal position was breached, it would immediately trigger a total collapse. Their shooting level was low, and they only knew volley fire. In shootouts with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, no unit had been able to persist for more than twenty minutes.

Defensively, the Beiyang Army had an obsession with city walls, houses, and other buildings where they could completely hide to avoid bullets. In a disadvantaged situation, they would flee there regardless of casualties. They had absolutely no concept of quickly converting these buildings into a combat defense system. They had even less training in using terrain to implement defense.

In contrast, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a complete tactical system and effective tactical training, presenting an overwhelming advantage over the Beiyang Army.

After listening to the comrades from various units greatly praise themselves during the day, Chen Ke convened a higher-level military conference in the evening. This meeting was much more efficient. Military Region Commander Chai Qingguo reported several key issues with a tired face: "The composition of the Beiyang Army is vastly different from before. Previously, the Beiyang Army conscripted sons of good families from Hebei. In this battle, aside from the 2nd Division which came from the old Beiyang Army, the newly established 20th and 21st Divisions had bandits making up thirty to even forty percent of their ranks. These bandits don't have a strong will to fight. When they see an advantage to be taken, they appear quite daring. When they encounter a situation unfavorable to them, they start to run away. Fortunately, these battles were all encirclement and annihilation battles, and the Beiyang units had nowhere to run. Even so, there is the problem of scattered small units escaping the encirclement."

Gu Lu was also extremely annoyed when he heard Chai Qingguo talk about the composition of the Beiyang Army. "Those routed soldiers who escaped have been running amok along the way, harming quite a few common people. After we received reports from the localities, we sent out all the cavalry, and only then did we wipe these bastards out clean. After tallying it up, the four hundred or so who escaped looted over a thousand households along the way and committed over two hundred cases of rape and murder. We have already publicly tried and executed them in the areas where the crimes were committed. I hope that in future investigations of the Beiyang Army, a more detailed investigation into the Beiyang Army's composition can be done. These bandits are too detestable."

Hearing Gu Lu finish speaking filled with rage, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh: "We haven't formally torn off the mask with Yuan Shikai yet. After we formally go to war, we can use 'bandits' to refer to the Beiyang. For example, the Yuan Bandits."

As he spoke, Chen Ke picked up a pen and wrote the two characters "Yuan Fei" (Yuan Bandits) on a piece of paper and passed it around. Many comrades laughed heartily after seeing it. "Let this day come a bit sooner!" Chai Qingguo said through gritted teeth.

"That is a matter for later," Chen Ke waved his hand to let the comrades quiet down temporarily. "Comrades, on August 1st, Germany declared war on Russia. The European part of the First World War will break out within a month."

"First? Will there be a second?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Before a balance of terror is achieved, world wars will continue to break out," Chen Ke laughed. He no longer cared about being caught on such small "prophecies." As long as WWI broke out, the outbreak of WWII was just a matter of time. Although China would likely achieve true national independence and sovereignty during WWI, China would inevitably participate in WWII.

"If the European part breaks out, will the Asian part also break out?" Gu Lu was more interested in this direction.

"The Asian part is first and foremost China's War of Liberation. I don't wish to go to war immediately right now, but we also cannot fear war. In this true War of Liberation, we have only one object we can rely on, and that is the broad masses of the people. All political forces other than this are our enemies. The only difference between them is whether they dare to jump out directly and be hostile to us."

"Chairman Chen, didn't you want to form a united front before?" Zhang Yu asked.

"That is already not very realistic. The basis of a united front is a common enemy. More specifically, it is the attitude towards imperialism. But the British aren't stupid; they will offer a huge price. The possibility of using anti-imperialism as a united front no longer exists. As for anti-feudalism, we have only the people as an ally. The others are all running dogs of the feudal forces. The difference between them is whether they want to become feudal rulers themselves or go and pledge allegiance to feudal rulers. In essence, they are all birds of a feather."

Just as they were speaking, a guard delivered a report. Chen Ke read it and laughed: "Speak of Cao Cao and Cao Cao arrives. The British are chasing very closely. They've chased from Wuhan to Zhengzhou."

"What does Chairman Chen plan to say to the British?" Zhang Yu asked.

"That depends on what the British say to us," Chen Ke replied.

British representative Sir Humphrey was aggressive; as soon as he saw Chen Ke, he questioned why the People's Party wanted to disrupt the situation in China. Chen Ke gave a hearty laugh: "Sir Humphrey, who do you think you are? Did your parents and teachers not teach you the basic manners of being a human being? You've come to my door; it's not your turn to act wild with me. How is your current behavior different from a drunk hooligan on the streets of Britain? With just this kind of quality, you still come to work as a diplomat?"

Sir Humphrey never dreamed Chen Ke would say this, and he froze on the spot. Chen Ke didn't mean to kick him out, and continued to laugh: "Sir Humphrey, I am formally notifying you now. I demand that British warships withdraw from the Yangtze River within a month. If you do not leave, our People's Party will take mandatory measures."

Watching Sir Humphrey's dumbstruck appearance, Chen Ke continued to laugh: "Our People's Party welcomes any normal commercial activities, so your merchants will not suffer any infringement in our base areas. If they encounter any problems, they can seek out our government and judicial organs. But our base areas only have the laws of the base areas; there is no possibility of the existence of any foreign extraterritoriality. On this point, I hope you can think it through clearly."

Sir Humphrey was a diplomat after all. Even though he was somewhat dazed by Chen Ke's head-on blow, he still maintained basic calm. Sir Humphrey's lips trembled slightly as he asked: "Does your People's Party want to join the German side?"

Facing Sir Humphrey's inquiry, Chen Ke replied sternly: "Our People's Party has no intention of joining your imperialist war. We will neither throw in our lot with Germany nor with Britain. From beginning to end, what we pursue is China's independence and liberation. On this point, whoever blocks China's independence and liberation is our enemy."

Sir Humphrey had come full of anger to demand an explanation. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army easily annihilated the three Beiyang divisions, the British people's little bit of confidence in Yuan Shikai had flown completely beyond the highest heavens. Yuan Shikai naturally couldn't make it public, but the British had their own intelligence system. Three divisions, sixty thousand field troops, completely wiped out—the British simply could not accept Beiyang's incompetence.

The British knew very well that the People's Party was currently smug with success. Easily expressing support for the People's Party would only expand the People's Party's appetite and make them demand more benefits from the British. So half of Sir Humphrey's aggressiveness was feigned, and the other half was mostly anger at Beiyang's incompetence.

However, Sir Humphrey hadn't expected Chen Ke's appetite to be this big. Based on the conversation just now, Sir Humphrey already understood that Chen Ke was demanding that British power get the hell out of China. As for "the People's Party welcomes any normal commercial activities," these were just polite words. No one had a grudge against money; people doing legitimate business would receive relatively fair treatment anywhere. But the British believed that fairness in China first had to guarantee British privileges.

Even though Chen Ke had spoken so clearly, Sir Humphrey still felt Chen Ke might just be bluffing. He stared at Chen Ke seriously: "Mr. Chen, to be enemies with Britain is to be enemies with the world."

Chen Ke laughed heartily: "Sir Humphrey, you should say these words to Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, and after saying them, apply greater pressure on him. Our People's Party isn't saying this to blackmail you; our goal has always been to liberate all of China. So don't harbor any illusions about us. We have already explained clearly to you what we are going to do."

Sir Humphrey no longer had any feigned expressions. He sized up Chen Ke seriously: "Mr. Chen, have you already destined yourself to choose war?"

Chen Ke replied sternly: "Sir Humphrey, what our People's Party chooses is not to fear war. We are not madmen, and we do not have any pathological infatuation with war. But we are Chinese, and our People's Party loves China. We have an obligation to safeguard China's interests. Even if safeguarding China's interests requires sacrificing our lives, we are willing to accept such a cost."

At this point, Sir Humphrey knew there was nothing more to discuss today. Requesting a temporary recess, Sir Humphrey left the People's Party headquarters. The People's Party headquarters was located in the center of the military camp, which stretched for several li. Sir Humphrey estimated there must be at least fifty thousand soldiers in this camp. Looking at the neat formations and the high spirits peculiar to the aftermath of a war victory permeating the camp, Sir Humphrey felt very uneasy in his heart.

If Chen Ke were a brute who knew nothing of the world, no matter how brave and skillful in battle he was, the British wouldn't find him that hard to deal with. In Britain's few hundred years of expansion, brave and skillful enemies had appeared before. But Chen Ke himself was a person with his own profound understanding of the world. If one cast aside Chen Ke's identity as a Chinese person, he was no different from those rulers in London, Berlin, Paris, and Moscow. Skillfully using the period before the outbreak of war between the Entente and the Allies to launch an attack on Beiyang—this point alone made things extremely difficult for Britain. Britain was currently powerless to punish the People's Party. If Britain mobilized its forces, the Germans would die of happiness.

With strong unease, Sir Humphrey had originally wanted to contact the Peking Legation via telegraph, but changed his mind. He prepared to rush back to Beijing immediately to personally discuss the attitude towards the China issue.

The People's Party didn't care what the British thought. Chen Ke immediately ordered a telegram to the whole country, informing the entire nation of the People's Party's stance. Thinking of the money that would be spent on telegraphing the whole country, Chen Ke felt a pang of heartache. The People's Party's objects of cooperation were the working people, and a telegram to the whole country could not possibly be known by the working people no matter what. Spending so much money only let the propertied classes of the whole country know Chen Ke's stance and attitude. Spending money on this bunch, Chen Ke felt it would be more economical to put a bullet in each of their heads. History proved that this bunch couldn't stop themselves from eating shit; they thought they were born to be rulers. If this bunch all died, the positive effect on China would be far greater than the negative effect.

But Chen Ke checked his killing intent. Grandpa Mao had believed back then that this bunch could be reformed. Chen Ke also needed to learn from Grandpa Mao's policies. After all, human heads weren't chives; they wouldn't grow back after being cut.

Returning to report the negotiations with the British to the comrades, the comrades in Henan were all a bit surprised. But the next day, August 3, 1914, after Germany declared war on Russia, it formally declared war on France. This newly arrived intelligence completely put the comrades' hearts at ease. Britain, France, and Russia had already reached an entente; Britain declaring war on Germany was only a matter of time. Once Britain and Germany came to blows, there would be only one Japan around China that might invest in a war against China. Facing Beiyang, the comrades were full of confidence in victory. Facing Japan, even if the comrades didn't have enough confidence, they didn't think they would fail.

"Chairman Chen, what is our main direction now?" Chai Qingguo asked. "Is it to continue striking Beiyang?"

Chen Ke replied: "The task right now is to continue carrying out the People's Revolution and liberate the working people. I will emphasize one more time: without the support of the people, we ourselves are nothing. If we don't continue to push the People's Revolution, we cannot continue to receive the people's support. Our revolution is not to overthrow anyone, but to liberate the people. Whoever does not allow the Chinese people to be liberated, we will overthrow them!"

"Then where is the next operational direction?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

"The next operational direction is to first complete land reform in the newly liberated areas," Chen Ke answered simply and briskly.

The People's Party, from top to bottom, had rich experience in land reform. Since Chen Ke had determined the direction, the Henan Military Region immediately began assigning tasks and discussing key points.

Chen Ke fell silent. He had once thought the People's Party might not catch the situation of WWI, and the War of Liberation might very well be dragged out until after WWI, or at least until after Yuan Shikai died. But the situation hadn't evolved to that stage, and this also brought many other factors. Because they hadn't experienced WWI, nor the humiliation and pain inflicted on China by the Paris Peace Conference after the war, the anti-imperialist sentiment of the intellectual class was far from that profound. The current situation was actually more similar to the Party's Jiangxi era. Class struggle became the sharpest and principal contradiction in China. In this period, Chen Ke did not have enough confidence in who exactly would choose to stand on the side of the working people.

This confusion about the future only lasted for a short moment. Chen Ke quickly took back his thoughts and began to participate in the discussion of land reform in Henan. After all, Chen Ke had been to too many places in Henan and seen too much of Henan's actual appearance. He felt it was necessary for him to sketch out a part of the blueprint.
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Title: China's Stance (Part 2)

The People's Party's telegram injected a trace of vitality into the gloomy city of Beijing. Several high-ranking Beiyang officials wore looks of joy as they took the telegram to see Yuan Shikai. However, Yuan Shikai did not summon them directly; instead, these few waited in the small conference room.

"Has the People's Party lost their minds? They actually want to drive the British out of the Yangtze River. With just those few broken ships of theirs, they dare to do this?" "If the British don't leave, do they dare to fight the British?" "Let them fight. After fighting the British, would the British let the matter rest?"

Beiyang had never gained any advantage when facing the People's Party, and the People's Party had always skillfully avoided conflict with the foreign powers. It wasn't until this telegram treated the British as enemies that the Beiyang high officials were truly ecstatic. All discussions revolved around the situation beneficial to Beiyang.

"The People's Party wants to play tough, insisting on fighting under the banner of righteousness. We won't be foolish along with them. If they want to fight the British, we will go out of our way to befriend the British. This is really like someone passing a pillow just as we wanted to sleep." "Those brats just don't know the immensity of heaven and earth!"

This was Beiyang's consistent view. The People's Party's increasingly tough stance would not only fail to help their prestige but would instead push the British continuously to Beiyang's side. In this war, Beiyang had failed thoroughly. If the People's Party were smart enough and turned to surrender to the British, the British would likely abandon Beiyang. This was a most common issue of political maneuvering.

After the Beiyang officials in Beijing received the news of the Beiyang Army's great defeat in Henan, quite a few had thought of this point. Many were almost in despair regarding Beiyang's future. It wasn't until the People's Party sent this telegram to the whole country, courting death, that the insightful Beiyang high officials regained hope.

Beiyang officials who got the news kept going to seek an audience with Yuan Shikai, but there was also a large group of officials who, due to insufficient status, simply didn't dare to ask for an audience. They also began to connect everywhere, spreading the news everywhere. At least the entire Ministry of Army knew the latest good news.

Zheng Wenjie of the Ministry of Army's Intelligence Office watched his colleagues excitedly discussing the current favorable situation. He also tried hard to put on a happy look on his face, but clouds of suspicion grew in his heart.

The People's Party never did anything without gaining an advantage; Zheng Wenjie had a deep understanding of this. Back then, when Chen Ke met Zheng Wenjie and others in Beijing, apart from Shang Yuan who was a county magistrate about to be appointed to a substantive post, the others like Qin Tongren and Xu Dian were basically Beiyang's peripheral personnel. As for the "Boxer Remnant" Chai Qingguo, he was not even worth mentioning. Zheng Wenjie and his group were the side with real power and influence. That was why Zheng Wenjie had tried to seize the real power of the Beiyang Socialist Discussion Group. He really couldn't see any necessity to let the outsider Chen Ke dominate the situation.

Facts ultimately proved that Chen Ke had no intention of clinging to the powerful from the very beginning. He just took a group of peripheral personnel and left Beiyang, going to remote Anhui to establish the People's Party's foundation. An ordinary person, or even a quite outstanding figure, could not possibly have made the choice Chen Ke did at that time. Looking at the results, Chen Ke's choice was completely correct. Since then, any choice Chen Ke made seemed like a terrible plan at the time, but as time passed, Chen Ke was always able to fish out the greatest benefits.

This time, the People's Party's actions upheld their past style. Zheng Wenjie fully believed that the People's Party was doing its utmost to push the British to Beiyang's side. Zheng Wenjie just couldn't figure out what benefit the People's Party could get by doing this. Even if the European war was about to start right now, how long could those wars last? After Britain and Germany made peace, the People's Party having offended both the British and the Germans, could the People's Party withstand Britain and Germany joining hands to deal with them?

Thinking left and right, he couldn't find the possibility of the People's Party's inevitable victory in a long-term strategy, but Zheng Wenjie turned back to the immediate situation. Currently, Beiyang was newly defeated. The People's Party had already crossed the Yellow River. The People's Party had once ravaged Hebei, completely destroying the Manchu Qing's final military power. Thinking of these past events, Zheng Wenjie felt a shudder. If Beiyang couldn't thoroughly hug Britain's thigh and quickly obtain loans and weapons support from Britain, judging by the current situation, they wouldn't last long.

What Zheng Wenjie could think of, Beiyang members with higher status than him could also think of. Yuan Shikai received the People's Party's telegram at the first moment. He wasn't happy for no reason, and the core members of Beiyang weren't happy either. In their dealings with the People's Party, as long as Beiyang followed the path set by the People's Party, there had never been any good result. Yuan Shikai would absolutely not believe that Chen Ke would underestimate the British, nor would he believe that Chen Ke would be stupid enough not to see that the British and Beiyang would reach an agreement on the matter of dealing with the People's Party.

"Why would Chen Ke make such a choice?" Since Yuan Shikai asked this question, the Beiyang core personnel also frowned. Several of them were people of high position and weight, so naturally, they wouldn't speak recklessly. Duan Qirui was relatively honest; he dared to say what others were a bit afraid to say directly. "President, I'm afraid the People's Party will attack our Hebei in the near future."

This was completely imaginable. If the People's Party was playing a game of hard to get, driving the British to Beiyang on one hand, while ruthlessly striking Beiyang on the other. If the British saw that Beiyang had no ability to contain the People's Party at all, they would eventually have no choice but to accept the People's Party's higher asking price.

Since Duan Qirui had already pierced this layer of window paper, from Yuan Shikai to Xu Shichang, no one said anything. The Beiyang Army's reorganized troops currently numbered one million on paper. The loss of sixty thousand was still within the range Beiyang Army could accept. The People's Party's Henan Military Region troops were only one hundred thousand. Ten thousand attacking nearly a million troops—presumably, the People's Party didn't have such guts yet.

After a period of silence, Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Pinqing, how long would it take if we mobilized three hundred thousand troops?"

Wang Shizhen didn't answer immediately. After a while, Wang Shizhen asked, "President, we used to always think that the People's Party says one thing and does another, or if the People's Party does what they say, they say less than they actually do. Then how should we deal with the current situation?"

These words were greatly unexpected to the others. Yuan Shikai couldn't understand Wang Shizhen's thoughts for a moment. "What do you mean, Pinqing?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen answered, "If the People's Party doesn't want to toy with the British and us, but really, as they said, wants to drive the British out of China, wants to drive the foreigners out of China, and wants to take all of China's sovereignty back into Chinese hands. Looking at the People's Party from this angle, can the People's Party's actions be given a new explanation?"

The Beiyang core figures remained silent for the time being. Regarding the People's Party, Beiyang's evaluation had always been "rebel party," and the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was seen as deep, insidious, and ruthless. Dealing with the People's Party, Beiyang always suffered losses. Even in cooperation, if Beiyang earned one, the People's Party would earn at least ten. Wang Shizhen's "new perspective," that the People's Party's words and actions were consistent throughout, indeed made these three people feel quite surprised.

Wang Shizhen didn't intend to keep everyone guessing. He continued to explain, "When the former Qing was around, the People's Party dedicated itself to the people's revolution to overthrow the former Qing court. After the former Qing abdicated, the People's Party still advocated the people's revolution. Later, a land revolution was added. Now, the People's Party is tough on the British, and what they talk about is still the people's revolution, the land revolution, and China obtaining complete independence and liberation. I have read some articles by the People's Party. Chen Ke said that the people's revolution he is conducting is to overthrow the Three Big Mountains: Imperialism, Feudalism, and Bureaucratic Capitalism. If we speak from this angle, Chen Ke had long ago stated clearly what he wanted to do. This person is stubborn and inflexible in his actions; he has a nature of running down one path until it's dark."

Yuan Shikai and the others were heroes of the time. When Wang Shizhen said Chen Ke was stubborn and inflexible, Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, and Duan Qirui didn't consider this a derogatory term at all. Stubborn and inflexible also meant unwavering determination. After Wang Shizhen's explanation, the three felt a sense of sudden enlightenment in their understanding of Chen Ke.

"Then what exactly is your meaning, Pinqing?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen already had a judgment. He said frankly, "I think Chen Ke sincerely wants us to cooperate with the British. During this period, he won't even attack our Beiyang. Chen Ke is an overseas student and knows the European countries very well. This person is probably waiting for the war in Europe to become intense, when the British are completely unable to look east, and then he will have a decisive battle with our Beiyang and the Three Big Mountains they want to overthrow. If Chen Ke wins when Britain is unable to look east, he can use the power of all of China to confront Britain. At that time, victory or defeat is unknown."

"Unknown? Hmph!" Even though Duan Qirui respected Wang Shizhen very much, he couldn't help but sneer at this moment. "Brother Wang, by the time Chen Ke can gather the power of China to go to war with Britain, our Beiyang will definitely be finished. What 'unknown' is there about that?"

Yuan Shikai was more composed. He knew Wang Shizhen was loyal to Beiyang, so he didn't get angry at Wang Shizhen's words. "Pinqing, according to what you say, is Chen Ke confident that he will definitely win the world?"

"In my view, Chen Ke doesn't even consider the matter of winning the world. He wants to wipe out all the landlords and gentry in this world more. Let those common people educated in the schools opened by their People's Party be the masters of the house. When the People's Party implemented the land revolution, some said the People's Party wanted to seize the world's land properties to own them for themselves. But as these years have passed, apart from the land nominally belonging to the state and not being allowed to be bought or sold, the people under the People's Party's rule all have land to farm. The People's Party nailed the grain prices under their rule dead; the price is the same in famine years and bumper years. Just with this one move, there are rarely cases of people starving to death under the People's Party's rule. Regardless of what reasons the People's Party shouts, as long as the common people can live and work in peace and contentment, they won't rise up to resist. The People's Party has been in Henan for less than a year, and they are going to conscript one hundred thousand troops. Although the military pay given is far less than our Beiyang, because there are many guarantees, the sons of good families south of the Yellow River are joining the army one after another." Speaking of this, Wang Shizhen couldn't go on anymore and could only sigh lightly.

Beiyang's political interest in the People's Party was very limited; even Yuan Shikai was the same. Reading the People's Party's books was also for the purpose of attacking the People's Party, with absolutely no intention of studying the People's Party's detailed policies. So when scolding the People's Party, Beiyang would spit flying saliva, belittling the People's Party as worthless. But facing the achievements the People's Party had solidly built, including Yuan Shikai, they all felt they couldn't say anything more.

Xu Shichang was engaged in civil administration after all. Seeing Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui silent, he forced a smile and said, "Mr. Pinqing, since the situation has reached such a stage, how do you think we should fight?"

Wang Shizhen answered somewhat dispiritedly, "The plan for now is to beat them at their own game. Since the People's Party wants a decisive battle, we might as well have a decisive battle with the People's Party. Capitalizing on the moment when the People's Party forces the British, we will borrow another sum of money, build an army of two million, and train them strictly. At the same time, inform all provinces in the world of the People's Party's true intentions, gathering the power of all provinces to fight a bloody battle with the People's Party. We must at least retake Henan and Shandong. Even if the war situation is critical, we must drag it out until the end of the European war, waiting for the British to free their hands to attack the People's Party."

Hearing Wang Shizhen speak a feasible strategy, Xu Shichang felt much more relaxed in his heart. However, he didn't expect Wang Shizhen to continue, "President, although the People's Party's conduct may not be moral, some of the policies they implement are not unadoptable. The stones of other hills may be used to polish jade. At least regarding the current affairs of China, if the common people cannot have land to till, the world will never be completely stable..."

"I know, Pinqing." Yuan Shikai interrupted Wang Shizhen with rare impatience. "You say the People's Party will not attack right now but will sit and watch the British support us. How can this be confirmed?"

"President, Yan Fu is about to return to the country. We might as well let him mediate in between." Wang Shizhen gave the answer.

"Yan Jidao was very unhappy when he left for the overseas inspection this time. How do we know Yan Jidao won't play tricks in this?" Duan Qirui questioned this very much.

Wang Shizhen didn't speak. Yuan Shikai waved his hand, "Yan Jidao certainly tends to favor his disciple a bit more in his heart, but this person is not so heartless as to deliberately betray the old brothers of Beiyang. What Pinqing said makes a lot of sense. We might as well wait for him to come back."

Duan Qirui was somewhat dissatisfied with Yuan Shikai's decision. "President, the current situation is so tense. If we just wait like this, will the People's Party seize the initiative?"

Yuan Shikai already had a conclusion in his heart at this time. "The more critical the moment, the more we must be able to endure. No need to say more on this matter; it's decided."

The Beiyang high leadership decided on the strategy, and Yuan Shikai didn't see those officials who came to "report good news." He paced anxiously in the office for a while, then went to the room next door. This room was empty; besides a table, there was a map pinned to a large board. The map marked the various forces in China with different colors. Staring at the pink symbol of the People's Party on it for a long time, Yuan Shikai suddenly shouted for the guard, "Why hasn't the Henan piece been colored in?"

This startled the guard. Henan had just been lost; who would dare to be so full of themselves as to color it in so quickly? But the guard was clever enough; he quickly answered, "I will order someone to paint it right now." After speaking, the guard walked up in three steps combined into two and took the map down from the board.

Yuan Shikai wanted to stop the guard, but later let it go; Yuan Shikai didn't want to vent his anger on this clever young lad. Sitting down in the empty room, Yuan Shikai recalled Wang Shizhen's words. Those remarks about the People's Party's consistency in words and deeds indeed opened up another perspective for Yuan Shikai. However, this angle of understanding not only didn't solve the mystery in Yuan Shikai's heart but led Yuan Shikai into a new confusion.

The People's Party always shouted about the people's revolution, shouted that the working people created history, not emperors, kings, generals, and ministers. Yuan Shikai was known as the "Butcher of the People"; the working people he had killed must have numbered over a hundred thousand. At that time, when Beiyang troops swept through, the "working people" praised to the skies by Chen Ke and the People's Party were not opponents of the Beiyang Army at all, leaving corpses strewn over the fields under the fire of cannons and rifles. How come such working people suddenly became brave and skillful in battle after arriving at the People's Party's side? Not only did the "working people" become brave and skillful in battle, but these working people who had consistently resisted paying taxes could actually pay taxes earnestly.

Yuan Shikai's hometown was in Xiangcheng, Henan. Beiyang's connections in Henan were by no means ordinary. Judging from the intelligence obtained, after the People's Party implemented land reform in Henan and set a thirty percent tax, the Henan common people, including Yuan Shikai's fellow villagers in Xiangcheng, honestly paid the thirty percent tax. No one resisted taxes, and even defaulting was extremely rare. Yuan Shikai had never heard that the common people could be so obedient.

"The working people create history, not emperors, kings, generals, and ministers." Yuan Shikai recited this sentence silently in his heart. If this really went on, with the support of the common people, the People's Party might really be able to create a world of the People's Party. Why could the People's Party govern the common people to be so obedient? While here in Beiyang, the common people absolutely could not understand the difficulties of the government?

Because of the smooth flow of intelligence, Beiyang also knew about the "benevolent governance" of the People's Party in Henan. Cheap iron farm tools in the supply and marketing cooperatives, including large-scale water conservancy construction. Conflicts among villagers over water were also mediated publicly; past enmities were all written off, and water sources were distributed solely according to the acreage of cultivated land after land reform. If there were no rivers locally, the People's Party drilled mechanical wells and built irrigation canals, greatly increasing the area of irrigated land. Coupled with the universal supply of "Single-Season Wheat," no crop failure occurred anywhere in Henan.

Beiyang's spies investigated those young men and women in the agricultural technology stations to see what their backgrounds were. The investigation results shocked Yuan Shikai greatly. These men and women in their teens, who could only be called half-grown kids, were all from peasant backgrounds in the People's Party's old territories. After studying in the People's Party's schools for a few years, they were assigned to work in rural areas everywhere along with the troops upon graduation.

"Working people." The working people under the People's Party's rule and the common people under Beiyang's rule seemed to be two different kinds of people. "Working people" were willing to pay taxes and serve in the army. After attending school, they would go to work wherever they were told to go. Yuan Shikai believed himself not inferior to Chen Ke, so why could Chen Ke make this group of people serve him effectively, while Yuan Shikai had to invest tremendous strength in disciplining the common people?

Thinking over and over, he couldn't find the answer. Yuan Shikai knew that his Beiyang subordinates couldn't possibly solve this mystery for him. He suddenly stood up and said to the guard, "Tell Premier Xu to invite Mr. Li Hongqi to see me."

People's Party high official Shang Yuan's teacher, Li Hongqi, might be the person who understood the People's Party best in the entire city of Beijing. At least he was one who knew the actual situation of the People's Party. Yuan Shikai really wanted to figure out where exactly the difference between himself and Chen Ke lay.

Li Hongqi gained Yuan Shikai's approval as soon as he entered the door. This old man was dressed cleanly and appropriately, with an attitude neither humble nor arrogant, neither amiable nor repulsive. Standing in the room, he made people feel very natural. It was the same when greeting Yuan Shikai; the old man didn't size him up curiously, nor did he put on airs arrogantly. Although Xu Shichang introduced him, Yuan Shikai couldn't feel any difference in the old man's attitude towards Xu Shichang and towards himself.

Beiyang had a common characteristic, which was treating literati well. Yuan Shikai was the same. He asked very seriously, "Mr. Li, I have a doubt and I would like to ask Mr. Li to help clear it up."

Li Hongqi neither politely said he couldn't do it nor bragged that he could, but quietly waited for Yuan Shikai to continue. Such performance made Yuan Shikai very satisfied; he was actually very dissatisfied with the bad temper of those literati who didn't know the immensity of heaven and earth. Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "Mr. Li has met Chen Ke, and should have heard of me. I wonder what Mr. Li's views are on the differences between the two of us."

Li Hongqi answered in the slow tone characteristic of an old man, "This old man indeed has met Chen Ke, but only a few times. I have heard of the President's reputation like thunder piercing my ears, but today is the first time I actually get to see you. The President asks me what differences there are between the two of you; this old man really does not know. If I speak blindly relying on hearsay, that would just be talking nonsense. So this old man really has no way to compare."

"Mr. Li is too modest. You were able to teach a disciple like Shang Yuan, and are highly praised by Premier Xu; naturally, you are insightful." Yuan Shikai's evaluation of Li Hongqi rose a lot. Seeing that Li Hongqi didn't have any affectation of talking nonsense or deceiving others with big words, Yuan Shikai then asked the real question, "Mr. Li, the People's Party always talks about the people's revolution, but I wonder how it differs from the benevolent governance our Beiyang strives to implement."

Li Hongqi knew that if he couldn't say something substantial this time, Yuan Shikai wouldn't let him off easily. The matter of the People's Party annihilating three Beiyang divisions in Henan was known to the entire city of Beijing. Don't look at Yuan Shikai being polite right now; if Li Hongqi couldn't satisfy Yuan Shikai, implication of his family would definitely not be a joke. Carefully guessing Yuan Shikai's intention, Li Hongqi answered, "President, Beiyang's politics is that orders come from above; military orders and government decrees are all formulated by the government to achieve a certain goal. The People's Party is that orders come from below. The common people need to make their lives better through labor. There are definitely some things in between that the common people cannot do. The People's Party does these things, so the people are naturally willing to listen to them."

"The common people are shortsighted. If orders come from below, even if it benefits the people for a moment, it may not last long. To have long-term peace and stability, naturally, people with insight are needed to plan," Yuan Shikai replied.

"This old man reads the books of Confucian sages. Confucianism talks about cultivating the self, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world. Managing a family is nothing more than making it convenient for everyone. The common people are admittedly dull, but whether things are done conveniently or not, even the dullest person can know. If it can be convenient, life will naturally get better. The state, the state, taking the country as one's family; if the people of a country can all feel convenient, wouldn't life be easy? So whether shortsighted or farsighted, if in the final analysis it is all for everyone's convenience, there is actually no difference between orders coming from above and orders coming from below."

This remark was quite interesting and actually sparked some interest in Yuan Shikai.
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Yuan Shikai really liked the word "convenience" used by Li Hongqi. In official circles, people love to say "making things convenient for others makes things convenient for oneself." Officials, big and small, all have their own scope of authority. If an official has no intention of making things convenient for others and only wants to monopolize power, the entire official circle will view him as an enemy and will do their utmost to bring down this official who doesn't understand the rules. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "Mr. Li, I understand a little more about what you said regarding convenience. But where does the difference lie between the People's Party and my Beiyang?"

"Beiyang has Beiyang's way of life, and the People's Party has the People's Party's way of life. Beiyang currently follows the conventions of thousands of years. Whether there are a few more foreign guns and cannons, or a few more factories, has very little impact on the overall situation." Li Hongqi replied, "But the People's Party's way of life is completely different from Chinese tradition. They have already attempted to enter the era of grand industrialization."

"Era of grand industrialization?" Yuan Shikai did not understand this term at all. The People's Party's propaganda documents rarely discussed industrialization, and related terms were never seen by Beiyang. Yuan Shikai had rarely even heard the term "grand industrialization." "What is the era of grand industrialization?" Yuan Shikai asked. He thought industry meant building some factories and opening some enterprises. The People's Party had a large number of factories; in Yuan Shikai's view, this was probably the era of grand industrialization.

"The era of grand industrialization, not speaking of the appearance, but speaking directly of the concept within, is that everyone produces products for the purpose of trade. Everyone ultimately buys products produced by others from the market, while the products they produce are sold to others. This old man believes this is the intrinsic concept of the era of grand industrialization." Li Hongqi gave Yuan Shikai an unexpected answer.

Yuan Shikai was indeed a hero, but he was after all a hero of an agricultural country. Asking him to understand the core concept of the industrial age was a bit too demanding. Even so, Yuan Shikai took a full hour to finally figure out exactly what Li Hongqi was saying.

Having understood the core concept of the era of grand industrialization, when Li Hongqi spoke again about the concept of the People's Party leading the people into the "era of grand industrialization," he was actually able to understand. Then Yuan Shikai ordered his attendants to send Mr. Li Hongqi home. At parting, Yuan Shikai asked Mr. Li Hongqi what book would be best to read to gain a deeper understanding of the era of grand industrialization. Mr. Li Hongqi recommended the article "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" written by Chen Ke. Yuan Shikai did not have it on hand, so Mr. Li Hongqi promised to copy a version and send it to Yuan Shikai.

The guard was very clever. After personally escorting Mr. Li Hongqi home, he did not return immediately. Instead, he stood respectfully and waited for Mr. Li Hongqi to copy a version of "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," and also asked for a copy of "The Communist Manifesto," before taking the articles back to see Yuan Shikai. Sure enough, as soon as Yuan Shikai saw the guard, he asked if he had obtained the manuscript. The guard hurriedly and respectfully handed the articles to Yuan Shikai.

Dismissing the guards, Yuan Shikai opened the article and saw the beginning wrote, "Marx explained in 'The Communist Manifesto' that the current world has irreversibly entered the era of grand industrialization. In response to this era, Marx proposed establishing a brand-new social system and a brand-new moral system. This is a programmatic article with profound insight, established on Marx's basic concept that 'labor power drives social development.' Since the comrades of the People's Party cannot yet fully situate themselves in the industrial age, they need to appreciate its guiding significance even more, rather than focusing excessively on its descriptions. But in the final analysis, the People's Party measures the status of laborers in society by labor, especially social labor. We must not disregard this standard and arbitrarily interpret the grand industrialization and communist system proposed by Marx."

The room was quiet, except for the occasional sound of turning pages, there was silence. Yuan Shikai would read Chen Ke's article for a while, then close his eyes and meditate for a while. After thinking, he would start reading again. From evening onwards, Yuan Shikai read the two manuscripts, "The Communist Manifesto" and "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," all night long. It wasn't until the next morning that Yuan Shikai called for someone to bring face-washing water.

After eating a little breakfast, he saw Duan Qirui rushing in, "President, I heard you didn't sleep all night?"

"That's right." Yuan Shikai's face was slightly gray, but he smiled with good spirits.

"President, you must take care of your health right now." Duan Qirui said hurriedly.

"Taking care or not isn't important. If Chen Ke doesn't die, if the People's Party doesn't die out, our Beiyang will never have a day of peace. Zhiquan, after reading Chen Ke's articles all night, I've completely thought it through. Before, I really didn't see through it, I didn't know that this fellow Chen Ke is a scourge." After Yuan Shikai finished speaking, he handed "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui didn't know what had happened. He took the manuscript Yuan Shikai handed him and started reading. Duan Qirui had good self-control, but the more he read this article, the uglier his face became. By the end, the blue veins on Duan Qirui's forehead were popping out.

Chen Ke's article was written extremely plainly. Besides explaining the era of grand industrialization, it also analyzed in extreme detail the situation that would be faced in pushing China into grand industrialization. The analysis of various classes, the characteristics of Chinese historical traditions, and the habits and cognition of the masses. As a latecomer, Chen Ke naturally had strong "foresight" when writing this article. And the result of this "foresight," combined with the line of thought "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution," was truly hitting the nail on the head, murderous spirit filling the air.

Except for the working people, Chen Ke basically did not think the People's Party needed any allies. For anyone who could not stand on the side of the working people, could not stand on the side of opposing feudalism, could not stand on the side of opposing imperialism, Chen Ke's attitude was extremely clear: "As long as these people resist the revolution, they must be eliminated."

Duan Qirui understood this article, so he fully understood that he was within the scope of "being eliminated." Not only was Duan Qirui within the scope of execution, but the entire Beiyang, including Beiyang's supporters, were all objects for the People's Party to eliminate. Duan Qirui completely agreed with Yuan Shikai's attitude. If Chen Ke didn't die, if the People's Party didn't die out, Beiyang would indeed never have a day of peace. If it were a war between warlords, the victor could still be lenient towards the loser. But Chen Ke's philosophy of struggle was fundamentally not a fight for power, but a complete hostility towards those with different standpoints.

Returning the manuscript to Yuan Shikai, Duan Qirui asked, "What does the President plan to do next?"

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Send this manuscript to all the provinces, and order people to correspond Chen Ke's actions with this manuscript. Pinqing has foresight; he has already seen that Chen Ke never speaks nonsense, and the People's Party always does things according to their own program. We might as well explain this clearly to other provinces. In addition, to the British, we also need to explain clearly. We must make the British understand that this person Chen Ke is not only a scourge to our Beiyang, but also a scourge to the entire world."

"That is very good." Duan Qirui replied.

Yuan Shikai added, "Also, regarding this concept of grand industrialization proposed by Chen Ke, I think Pinqing was right, it indeed has great merit. Our Beiyang only built some factories and opened some mines. These things are entirely for our own use. Even if there is buying and selling, it is forced buying and selling. Developing industry and commerce, we actually have to follow Chen Ke's method."

"Uh..." Duan Qirui didn't expect Yuan Shikai to be so "open-minded," and was somewhat surprised.

"Zhiquan, I thought about it all night yesterday. I recalled everything from these past years, including what the Empress Dowager did before, and what those who went abroad for inspection said when they came back. Only then did I feel that most of what Chen Ke said makes sense. But there is one thing I absolutely cannot accept. Chen Ke wants the common people to stand above the state; this is moral depravity. Chen Ke speaks nicely, saying all history is created by the people. But if Chen Ke wants to use our lives to push social progress, we will fight him to the death. At this moment, fighting is death, not fighting is also death. There is no need to say more."

"Yes." Duan Qirui replied.

"You now order people to invite Cai Yuanpei to enter the capital. Send this article to him first. Cai Yuanpei is a smart man; he will know what to do." Yuan Shikai ordered again, "In addition, people inside Beiyang only know Chen Ke is formidable, but they completely don't know Chen Ke's wolfish ambition. From now on, anyone who proposes peace talks with the People's Party will absolutely not be tolerated."

In the following days, Beiyang began war preparations centering on Chen Ke's article. Yuan Shikai's insight was indeed different. Just as he said, there were people in Beiyang who, because of recent defeats, had fear in their hearts about how to go to war with the People's Party. Duan Qirui was responsible for discovering these people, and then removing those who should be removed from office, and imprisoning those who should be imprisoned. Beiyang began a "Purge Movement."

As Cai Yuanpei entered the capital with the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati group, Beiyang received more support in political propaganda work.

Yuan Shikai predicted correctly. Cai Yuanpei received the manuscripts of "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization" and "The Communist Manifesto" sent by Yuan Shikai, and turned pale with fright after reading them. Without needing any urging, Cai Yuanpei immediately took action. Cai Yuanpei was currently the Chairman of the Zhejiang Assembly and Vice Governor of Jiangsu. With great rallying power, he first gathered the representatives of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati, and then led the Jiangsu and Zhejiang literati group into the capital.

On the way, these people had already unified their thinking and determined their stance. As soon as they entered the capital, they launched a highly targeted cultural propaganda campaign centering on the political line of opposing the People's Party. The People's Party opposed feudalism, so Cai Yuanpei's team vigorously praised "distinction between superiors and inferiors, order between old and young." The People's Party opposed the feudal power distribution system, so Cai Yuanpei's team talked largely about "revering the mandate of heaven, revering great men, revering the words of sages." The People's Party opposed exploitation, so Cai Yuanpei's team put aside the common people and shouted to the landlords and gentry, asking the landlords and gentry to "maintain tradition, oppose radicalism."

Because he came from a background of gentry and literati, Cai Yuanpei knew the fears of the gentry and literati better than anyone else. Moreover, Cai Yuanpei himself also felt great fear regarding the People's Party's political program. Chen Ke's attitude towards old literati was extremely clear. In "The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization," Chen Ke bluntly pointed out, "The old literati represent the most decadent and backward part of China. The essence of this group is not even as good as prostitutes. Prostitutes at least know they make a living by selling themselves. All their behaviors are a kind of transaction. But the old literati are a group of literary whores. They rely on manipulating morality, selling their own morality to exchange for privileges. They even want to beautify their act of selling themselves as the supreme act of morality. The so-called 'being a bitch but still wanting to set up a memorial arch' is the true portrayal of these literati."

Facing such a hostile attitude, Cai Yuanpei absolutely could not accept it. And what Cai Yuanpei could not accept even more was that he actually knew Chen Ke was not speaking nonsense.
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Chapter 38 China's Stance (Part 4)

Attacking the People's Party was an extremely easy thing to do. Beiyang officials originally believed that the People's Party was a brutal political organization. In the past five or six years, whenever the Beiyang Army fought with the People's Party, they were defeated every time. After Duan Qirui listened to Cai Yuanpei's suggestion and organized the Beiyang officials to study the "Constitution", "Criminal Law", and "Civil Law" documents of the People's Party, and read a batch of the People's Party's recent "study materials" that they had collected, all Beiyang officials completely believed that the People's Party was not only brutal, but also evil to the core.

Severely punishing those who embezzle and accept bribes was not such an outrageous thing. At any rate, Beiyang did not dare to admit verbally that embezzlement and bribery were correct. However, the People's Party proposed various targeted measures in response to various cases that had already occurred. These measures plugged the loopholes in the system. This could not help but make the Beiyang bureaucrats feel panicked.

Regarding these issues, the literati under Cai Yuanpei used the word "cold-blooded" to characterize the People's Party. The saying of those literati was, "Use a person without suspicion, suspect a person without using them; harmonious and blending with the world. This is benevolent governance. When the water is too clear, there are no fish. The cold-blooded policy implemented by the People's Party is essentially a complete distrust of the officials' integrity. The Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Commission are the East Depot and West Depot of today. This is a typical manifestation of the People's Party's coldness towards people. Officials are people who have read the books of sages and are all people of high moral character. If there are any deficiencies, it must be because they have their own difficulties. The People's Party ignores everyone's situation and blindly implements cruel politics. This is clear proof of their cold-bloodedness."

As for the People's Party's system of People's Representatives, the literati did not criticize the system itself. As literati, they also supported the "republican system" and the "parliamentary system". Moreover, although Beiyang respected literati, they were unwilling to hand over power to them. Criticizing the People's Party on this point would be criticizing Beiyang. After discussion, Cai Yuanpei and others believed that they must follow Confucius's Spring and Autumn Annals regarding "concealing the faults of the honorable". This attitude and method were necessary. Of two evils, choose the lesser; at least Beiyang was respectful enough to the literati. Therefore, regarding the People's Party's election system, the literati's arguments were directed strictly at the results.

"Under the rule of the People's Party, all landlords, gentry, literati, and relatives of officials are not allowed to be elected. Those elected are all illiterate commoners. These people do not understand politics at all, let alone respect Chinese tradition. All policies are short-sighted. The People's Party destroys ancestral halls, tears down temples, imprisons clans, and plunders clan fields. Not only that, but they also go against Feng Shui, forcibly destroying people's ancestral graves and moving people's tombs. It is truly a loss of morality and frenzied madness."

In this era, scholars cared quite a bit about ancestral graves. The People's Party did indeed have issues with moving graves during land reform. This was also unavoidable; during the great floods in Anhui back then, the vast majority of grave mounds were leveled. So during land reform, it was possible to implement large-scale land planning. However, this was not absolute; some places still encountered issues with moving graves. Chen Ke always believed that there was no reason to let the deceased compete for land with the living. So the People's Party implemented a grave relocation plan.

When the literati cursed the People's Party for moving graves, they did not dare to state a fact. In order to win over public opinion as much as possible, in addition to discussing the realistic argument that "the deceased must take care of the successors", the People's Party also widely publicized the funeral characteristics of the Confucius era. In Confucius's era, deep burials were practiced, but no monuments were erected, and no grave mounds were built. The purpose was not to affect normal agricultural production. If the old predecessors were so open-minded, there was no reason for future generations to "prove their existence by causing inconvenience to future generations". After the graves were moved, cemetery management was implemented. If farmers were willing to implement cremation, tomb pagodas were built everywhere to enshrine the ashes.

There were many trees in the cemeteries, and the environment was elegant. Coupled with the land reform policy, whether the masses were happy in their hearts was worth considering, but everyone could at least barely accept the "government's" advocacy.

What the literati feared most was not being able to "manifest their reputation" after death. If they could make their graves admired by others and substantially cause unavoidable trouble for future generations, they would actually feel very gratified in their hearts. The People's Party's new practice might conform to the traditions of the era of the "Great Sage and Teacher Confucius", but it completely contradicted the expectations of the literati. Therefore, attacking the People's Party's "funeral reform", the literati were completely speaking from their hearts and with utmost sincerity.

Officials also could not accept funeral reform. They tried their best to become officials just to show off themselves and bring glory to their families. The best way to prove one's existence was to cause trouble for others. Moreover, after struggling to become an official, if they didn't even have a grave mound after death, or if they lay in the same cemetery as those ordinary commoners, just imagining it was enough to make many Beiyang officials bristle with anger and roar at the sky.

Attacks on the People's Party's policies must be linked to reality. Cai Yuanpei and others also launched a grievance-venting meeting. Several surviving family members of "victimized literati" recalled their family history with snot and tears.

"My humble self's grandfather served as a local education official in Jiangxi. During the famine years, my grandfather delayed the collection of rent. When the harvest was good, he asked the tenant farmers to make up the owed rent. This was written in a contract and stamped with handprints. The tenant farmers refused to pay the rent and even rose up to make trouble. My humble self's grandfather had to ask the government to intervene, and the government arrested some unruly people. After some unruly people were released, they committed suicide. After the rebellious party of the People's Party arrived in Jiangxi, the unruly people filed a complaint, and they arrested my grandfather. After a public trial, he was beheaded in public. Those unruly people didn't even let my family collect the corpse, punching and kicking my grandfather's body. Boohoo..." Speaking of the sad part, the survivor of the "victimized literati" cried loudly, choking with sobs.

"My family's uncle passed the Jinshi exam. One day while walking on the road, a commoner blocked the way. My grandfather's subordinate scolded the commoner, but that commoner actually ignored hierarchy and spoke disrespectfully. My family's uncle had no choice but to order someone to teach the commoner a lesson. He himself was physically weak and died of a sudden illness. After the People's Party arrived in my hometown, they actually said my grandfather killed someone and wanted him to pay with his life for the commoner. My family's uncle, a dignified Jinshi with knowledge filling five carts, actually had to pay with his life for a cart-driving commoner? Is there such reason in the world?"

Case by case, piece by piece, the scholars cried about their history of blood and tears, denouncing the People's Party for ignoring hierarchy and tradition, and equating noble scholars with illiterate unruly people. A life for a life and paying back debts is a rule that applies within the same class. How could this be done between different classes?

"The People's Party shouts about equality, but in reality, they absolutely have no intention of equality. They just want to use the excuse of equality to instruct these commoners to bully the gentry and slaughter officials. This is the greatest inequality. We absolutely cannot just watch them act so recklessly!"

"Gentlemen, wherever the People's Party goes, they hold some public trial meeting. As long as it is something the unruly people advocate, they accept it all without regard for the facts. If the unruly people falsely accuse our officials' families of killing their family members, the People's Party will listen to the unruly people and kill the officials' family members or even the officials themselves to pay for the unruly people's lives. If the unruly people falsely accuse our officials and their families of buying something from them, the People's Party will go to the officials and their families to seize these things and give them to the unruly people. There is a distinction between high and low, and an order between old and young. Punishments do not apply to high officials, and rituals do not extend to commoners. This is a tradition of thousands of years, but the People's Party completely disregards tradition and actually wants the unruly people to climb on top of our heads to domineer. If the People's Party gains power, gentlemen might be spared at the time. But even if the People's Party does not do it themselves, the unruly people will not let gentlemen off. At that time, the People's Party will instigate the unruly people to falsely accuse gentlemen and gentlemen's families. That is when the real great disaster befalls everyone!"

Which Beiyang official's family did not have matters of oppressing the common people? Which family did not have matters of forcibly seizing land and property, or lending money and forcing people to death? The People's Party's land reform policy had already made the officials unable to accept it, regarding the People's Party as the greatest enemy. Coupled with these various "atrocities" actually implemented by the People's Party, the officials all felt a shudder. They became officials to bring glory to their ancestors and back up their families. If becoming an official instead became the reason for the ruin of their families, the officials naturally refused to accept it.

"Down with the rebellious People's Party!" "Oppose radicalism!" "Restore tradition!" The officials began to reach a consensus in politics.

The officials still had quite a few schemes in mind, but the officers in the Beiyang Army were much more straightforward. The literati knew that the vast majority of these soldiers were not from literati backgrounds and had strong envy and jealousy towards literati. If they spoke of the miserable plight of the literati, the soldiers would probably not be able to empathize. Therefore, regarding the Beiyang Army, the thinking had to be adjusted.

"Gentlemen are all the defenders of the country, heroes who brave death. Many in the Beiyang Army are from Anhui. When the People's Party stole Anhui, not a single fortified village in Anhui was left. Almost all the landlord gentry in the fortified villages were slaughtered. You gentlemen must know these things. Many of your relatives were also unfortunately killed. A person living between heaven and earth should be both loyal and filial. If one cannot be both loyal and filial, then at least one must occupy one end. Now, if the People's Party can be slaughtered, gentlemen will first be loyal to the President, and second, can also take revenge. This is what a true man should do. This is the behavior that can be respected by later generations and praised by later generations!"

Soldiers were relatively straight; listening to the instigation of these literati, their morale was high.

Yuan Shikai did not care much about the propaganda of the literati among the officials, but he kept a close eye on the propaganda of the literati in the army. Duan Qirui gave the propaganda draft to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai read it in detail and asked about the reaction of the entire Beiyang Army. After confirming that this propaganda was centered on "loyalty to the President", "taking revenge", and "exterminating the rebellious party", Yuan Shikai felt somewhat relieved. He smiled and said: "Now that the military pay is sufficient, it is best that everyone can work together."

Duan Qirui had long been suspicious of Beiyang's diplomacy. He took this opportunity to ask: "President, I heard that Britain has already declared war on Germany. Britain insists that we join the Entente Powers. I wonder what thoughts the President has?"

Yuan Shikai smiled bitterly: "Even if I don't want to join the Entente Powers now, can I not join the Entente Powers?"

Duan Qirui said: "President, Germany is a rising star, and Britain may not necessarily be Germany's match. The People's Party is currently forcing us to join the Entente Powers. Presumably, there is a huge conspiracy. This cannot be ignored."

Regarding whether Britain or Germany could win this war, there were many arguments within Beiyang. Many high-ranking Beiyang military officers believed that Germany could win. Coupled with the worry about what tricks Chen Ke was playing in this, there were actually fewer people in the Beiyang Army who supported joining the British camp. More opinions were to "wait and see".

Yuan Shikai was not suspicious this time, "Zhiquan, right now, is it Britain or Germany who can support us? If we figure this out, we have nothing to hesitate about."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui stopped making a sound. He knew what Yuan Shikai had left unsaid. If the People's Party could not be completely eliminated, what significance would a British victory or a German victory have for Beiyang?
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Chapter 39 China's Stance (Part 5)

Faced with the sudden changes in China's situation, the British Legation was also tensely discussing its policy towards China.

The People's Party was undoubtedly already an enemy, but at least the People's Party had firmly declared it would not join the camps of either the Entente or the Central Powers. This was the only point that allowed the Legation to breathe a sigh of relief. Britain would think of every way to strike at the People's Party's power, but there were many forms of striking. If the People's Party were to publicly request to join the Central Powers right now, Britain would have no choice but to mobilize all its forces in the Far East to violently strike at the People's Party. The People's Party had stated it would absolutely not join the Central Powers, and currently there were no incidents proving the People's Party was secretly colluding with Germany. This at least allowed Britain to avoid spending vast financial and military resources to personally organize a military strike.

Even so, the British side only felt the pressure lessen slightly. On the matter of whether to support the Beiyang government, opinions within the British Legation were far from unified. Beiyang had suffered defeat after defeat, and recently had suffered another major defeat. If Beiyang could not defeat the People's Party, all investments would be a total loss.

"How about we let Japan send troops?" the counselors proposed this suggestion.

Japan and Britain had signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The contracting parties mutually recognized each other's right to protect their own interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China, or Japan's "special interests" in China and Korea were threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to internal "disturbances" in China or Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene. When one contracting party was at war with a third country to protect the aforementioned interests, the other party should maintain strict neutrality. If one contracting party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight jointly. The treaty was valid for 5 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 offensive and defensive alliance targeting Russia, and also a war tool for aggression against China and Korea. After the alliance was concluded, Japan stepped up arms expansion and war preparations, launching the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. In 1905, the two countries signed the second alliance treaty, recognizing Japan's "protection rights" over Korea, and reiterating that military assistance should be provided in the event of an attack by any third country. The third alliance treaty was signed in 1911.

" The Japanese side has already joined the Entente in accordance with the treaty, and the Japanese side has repeatedly proposed sending troops to China in accordance with the treaty." The British Ambassador to Japan had specially rushed back to attend the meeting, and he conveyed Japan's opinion to the British Minister.

Britain could completely understand Japan's urgent mood. That shit-stirring stick, the United States, was causing trouble for Britain all over the world. Originally, the United States was the largest buyer of Japanese raw silk, but after the United States reached an agreement with the People's Party, raw silk was imported entirely from China. The People's Party greatly expanding raw silk export volume, improving raw silk quality, and lowering raw silk prices was certainly one reason. However, the US government's intention to strike at Japan, this British thug in the Far East, was also all too obvious.

Raw silk trade accounted for nearly half of Japan's foreign trade share. American trade barriers and the People's Party's ruthless competition had caused Japan's exports to shrink rapidly. Life had been extremely difficult these past two years.

Meanwhile, the People's Party's chemical products and steel products were entering the Japanese market. Since the People's Party had no demand for purchasing Japanese commodities, the surplus earned in Japan was used by the People's Party to buy up Japan's gold, silver, and even British pounds on the Japanese market. These actions severely hit Japan's financial order, making the Japanese government extremely furious.

But fury was just fury. For the sake of the fixed-quota trade agreement, Britain had suppressed Japan for a time, not letting Japan act recklessly. Now that the situation had undergone a huge change, it was completely imaginable that the Japanese side could not hold back from wanting to make a move.

"Should we let Japan act freely?" Sir Humphrey asked the Minister. "In the military action to suppress the Qing government in 1900, Japan actually had the largest number of troops in the coalition forces. They accounted for roughly two-thirds of the total."

The Minister pondered for a while, then asked the British Ambassador to Japan: "Who exactly does Japan want to send troops against?"

This question hit the nail on the head. The Ambassador to Japan was also not very clear on this. "The Japanese side only proposed sending troops to China based on the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. I also asked this question, but the Japanese side was vague. However, according to my observations, there are two targets Japan wants to send troops against. The first, and the most important, is the Northeast controlled by Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government. The second is Shanghai."

This answer triggered a few cold sneers. Japan's calculations were indeed excellent. Both the Northeast and Shanghai held major interests for Japan. Japan had coveted China's Northeast for a long time, and Shanghai was China's most developed coastal city. If Japan prepared to attack the People's Party, the British would still be willing to loosen Japan's collar. But currently, Japan was fundamentally not considering fighting the People's Party, but hoping to seize interests through war. The British naturally could not agree.

"Does the Japanese side have no plan to attack Qingdao?" Sir Humphrey asked with a tone of contempt. After the People's Party seized Qingdao, they did not withdraw their troops, but started building their own base in Qingdao. As a new industrial city on the Jiaodong Peninsula, if one wanted to strike at the People's Party's power, nothing was better than making a move on this "enclave."

The Ambassador to Japan replied: "I actually haven't heard Japan mention this? I personally suspect the Japanese side has already been in contact with Yuan Shikai on this matter."

"Then get this matter clear. How exactly does Japan want to make a move? If Japan wants to attack Qingdao, we could actually tacitly consent for the time being." The British Minister replied.

"Then should we proceed with urging Yuan Shikai to join the Entente?" Sir Humphrey asked.

"We can inquire about Yuan Shikai's intention in a private capacity for now. We don't need to rush at this moment. Moreover, we cannot only pay attention to Beiyang and the People's Party; we should also make contact with representatives of other Chinese provinces."

On September 12, 1914, after receiving hints of British indulgence, Japanese representatives immediately sent someone to contact Yuan Shikai. "Your Excellency the President, according to the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty, if Japan's 'special interests' in China and Korea are threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to internal 'disturbances' in China or Korea, Britain and Japan have the right to intervene militarily. Currently, the People's Party and the Beiyang government are in a state of war. We feel it is necessary to help you recover Qingdao."

Yuan Shikai listened to the interpreter's words with a grim expression. He ordered the interpreter to reply: "I know about this matter. You go back first."

Hearing the interpreter translate Yuan Shikai's dismissal order, the Japanese representative had absolutely no intention of getting up and leaving. He said coldly in Japanese: "Your Excellency the President, the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty is for when there is an incident in China, Britain and Japan can intervene. Whether you agree or not is not within the scope of the treaty's consideration. Therefore, based on a friendly attitude, our side hopes to reach a consensus with the President. We hope you can wisely cooperate fully."

After listening to this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but spring to his feet. First, he clasped his hands behind his back and stared tightly at the Japanese representative, then angrily raised his right hand, pointed at the Japanese representative, and said loudly: "Was your head kicked by a donkey?"

The interpreter froze, unsure of how to translate. But he heard Yuan Shikai shout loudly: "Translate these exact words for this little Jap."

Before the interpreter could utter a sound, the Japanese representative spoke in fluent Chinese: "I understand Chinese. There is no need to translate these words."

In diplomatic settings, such a statement was equivalent to tearing off all pretense. The interpreter was somewhat at a loss. But the Japanese representative no longer used Japanese, directly speaking in Chinese: "Your Excellency the President, you feel you have the support of the British government, so you have nothing to fear. I can understand that too. But right now, our common enemy is the People's Party. With your side's strength, it is fundamentally impossible to defeat the People's Party alone. Since that is the case, why doesn't Your Excellency the President join hands with us to deal with the People's Party? I know you have always wanted to be the Emperor of China. Both Britain and we, Japan, support you. Before, there was the People's Party, but now as long as the People's Party can be overthrown, who else in the entire China would dare to stop you from proclaiming yourself Emperor? Why don't you consider this matter rationally?"

Yuan Shikai stood motionless as if immobilized by a spell. The Japanese representative had spoken what was deep in Yuan Shikai's heart. If previously Yuan Shikai, as a traitorous minister of the Manchu Qing, forced the Manchu Qing to abdicate, making it impossible for him to smoothly proclaim himself Emperor, in the current situation, the People's Party had actively fallen out with Britain. If Yuan Shikai could take this opportunity to destroy the People's Party, with such glorious martial accomplishments, who would still dare to stop Yuan Shikai from proclaiming himself Emperor?

But Yuan Shikai was not a three-year-old child. The People's Party's announcement declared "Liberate all of China, recover all of China's sovereignty." Raising such a banner conversely forced Yuan Shikai not to dare let foreigners intervene in Chinese affairs at will. At least if foreigners were to directly intervene in Chinese affairs, Yuan Shikai would not be able to wash away the reputation of "colluding with foreigners" no matter what he said.

The Japanese representative came prepared for this. He continued: "President, your cooperation does not require sending troops directly, as long as you do not send troops. Our Great Japanese Empire's Navy and Army will solve the Qingdao problem by ourselves."

Seeing Yuan Shikai no longer had that earlier vigor but remained silent, the Japanese representative said no more. He turned and left with his entourage.

Watching the Japanese representative's back, Yuan Shikai felt a myriad of thoughts in his mind, yet unexpectedly could not summarize a countermeasure.

Faced with the recent jumping up and down of other political forces in China and even foreign forces, the People's Party's intelligence department did its best to search for every piece of intelligence that could be collected. Against such a tense situation, the People's Party carried out a tit-for-tat struggle.

However, these struggles were not military strikes, nor were they political propaganda targeting the old upper strata of Beiyang or other provinces. Except for the basic armed forces used to guard against enemy military attacks, the People's Party threw almost all its strength into grassroots operations. The only comparative exceptions were the People's Party's two major port cities, Qingdao and Lianyungang.

Qingdao was an enclave of the People's Party. For more than a year, the People's Party had continuously expanded the implementation of land reform near Qingdao, and the area under actual control had gradually expanded. Moreover, military construction in the port and urban areas had not slackened in the slightest. Pu Guanshui was now the Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, directly leading the work of the Qingdao Military Sub-district.

After the People's Party expressed its stance to Britain, the Qingdao Military Sub-district had entered a state of full alert. Although Chen Ke believed Yuan Shikai might not directly participate in the action of foreign forces attacking Qingdao, or to be more precise, Yuan Shikai might not attack Qingdao together with the Japanese army, Pu Guanshui still couldn't relax.

Fortunately, the fortifications built by the Germans were quite perfect. Although some were destroyed by the People's Party, they were repaired after the war. Furthermore, the People's Party had repeatedly revised the defense plan based on the Battle of Qingdao, building and rebuilding a batch of fortifications and defense systems. This included fortified defense of important facilities such as the power plant. Knowing a war was coming, and the enemy was the newly rising enemy Japan, Pu Guanshui was both excited and uneasy. The various preparations of the troops, the wartime transfer of Qingdao residents—Pu Guanshui completed these plans with an almost obsessive attitude. If he didn't immerse himself in work like this, Pu Guanshui felt his whole person sinking into a strong state of excitement, unable to quiet down.

On September 13, 1914, news came from the lookout post that traces of warships were found in the waters off Qingdao. According to observation, the warships were flying the flag of the Japanese Navy. "Finally here!" Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief. In this instant, all uneasiness flew to the nine heavens. Pu Guanshui felt himself thoroughly calm down; the high-spirited feeling unique to battle instantly spread throughout his body.

"Signal them, ask them what they want to do?" Pu Guanshui ordered.
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V05C040_Qingdao_Defense_Battle_Part_1.txt "Commander Pu! The Japanese are signaling us to surrender!" The voice of the port lighthouse signalman came over the phone.

"Signal Japan back, two words are enough: Get lost!" Pu Guanshui roared into the mouthpiece.

"Yes!" Although the signal wasn't very clear right now, the signalman's voice still carried a hint of laughter.

Hanging up the phone, Pu Guanshui grabbed the dedicated line for the battery, "Battery, do you copy? Battery, do you copy?"

"This is the battery, we copy!"

"Prepare to fire according to plan!" Pu Guanshui ordered.

"Yes!" The battery commander answered excitedly.

Putting down the battery phone, Pu Guanshui asked about the evacuation of the citizens. Since preparations had been made many times long ago, the masses were mentally prepared. The troops indicated that the citizens were evacuating well. "We must ensure the safety of the masses to the greatest extent possible," Pu Guanshui instructed.

This war would be the most dangerous one since the founding of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui still remembered the meeting Chen Ke specifically held with the main leaders of the Qingdao Military Sub-district.

"Comrades, do you know the power of a single 305mm shell?" Chen Ke asked straight to the point. After capturing the Qingdao Fortress, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had seized the German Navy's arsenal and had seen live 305mm shells inside. Through the captured German troops and Yan Fu's explanation, everyone knew just how powerful such shells could be. If a 305mm main gun's high-explosive shell landed on the ground, it could blast a crater three meters deep and eight meters in diameter. The powerful shockwave within 20 meters could directly kill a person.

"The only thing I can guarantee comrades is that the Japanese Navy cannot fire ten thousand of these shells at you. If they fire ten thousand, Japan's own finances will collapse first. Moreover, even if the Combined Fleet sorties in full force, the ammunition they carry for the 305mm main guns does not amount to ten thousand rounds." There was absolutely no joking in Chen Ke's expression, although these words sounded very much like a joke. "Let's do the math. Japan's national steel output in 1914 was less than 12,000 tons. A single 305mm shell weighs 400 kilograms. Even if Japan used all its steel for the year on this, that's only 30,000 rounds. In reality, this is fundamentally impossible. As militaristic as Japan is, they can't use all their steel to make 305mm shells. So, based on data calculations, Japan's stockpile is at most ten thousand rounds."

Pu Guanshui was a graduate of a German military academy after all; he knew Chen Ke was telling the comrades the worst-case scenario they faced. The 305mm guns would pose a huge threat to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's Qingdao Military Sub-district. However, knowing where the threat lay and knowing the upper limit of the threat, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could analyze the situation they faced. Pu Guanshui had answered at the time: "Chairman Chen, we must fight within the range of the Japanese naval guns. The comrades and I have already determined this. Does the Military Commission have any instructions?"

Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "Instructions and such, it's just the same few sentences back and forth. Fighting under enemy naval guns, none of us have experience in this area. So I can tell comrades the results of various data calculations, but as for what we will actually encounter, we are all novices. But Qingdao cannot be lost; there is nothing to discuss about this. Strategic retreat is one thing, being beaten away by the enemy is another. If we can be beaten out of Qingdao by someone, Beiyang will absolutely not let the retreating troops off. This needs no discussion."

Recalling Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui shook his head slightly, driving these thoughts that were useless for combat out of his mind. The maximum range of naval guns was 30 kilometers. Although accuracy was basically not a consideration beyond 30 kilometers, the danger always existed. Commanding the battle from 30 kilometers away was obviously inadvisable. The Qingdao Military Sub-district simply set up its command post inside the Qingdao Fortress command post built by the Germans. The purpose of the Qingdao Fortress's construction was to conduct artillery battles; the command post, located more than ten meters underground, did not have windows for direct observation of the enemy situation. To observe the enemy situation, one either had to brave the artillery fire or wait for the enemy's bombardment to pause temporarily. Pu Guanshui did not think it was necessary to take such a big risk to play the hero right now. All command was completed in the command post via telephone communication.

On the sea, after the Japanese fleet received the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's signal to "Get lost," they did not reply further. The Japanese fleet began to adjust its formation. The fleet on the sea adjusted its position according to the attack posture, and it looked like the battle was about to start.

Staff from the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee and patrol teams were patrolling various areas. Qingdao's geology was mountainous; there were many areas suitable for landing, and it wasn't possible to dig out a good defensive system with shovels as casually as in plain areas. Qingdao's defensive system was based on buildings and roads. After the troops took full control of the Qingdao urban area, they needed to urgently control all areas.

Citizens on the streets were carrying large and small bags, evacuating with the neighborhood committees of their respective communities. The patrol teams carefully searched street by street and alley by alley in the evacuated blocks. According to the instructions in the operational plan, the troops did not move fast, but they left no blind spots in their search.

The common people were both uneasy and dissatisfied with suddenly encountering such a change. In every block, people could be found who were hugging onto luck and refusing to evacuate. Facing the troops' persuasion, the masses kept explaining, "We absolutely won't run around, we'll hide at home and won't go out to cause trouble for the troops."

The troops also felt quite helpless. They patiently persuaded, "We have specifically explained that when the enemy fires cannons, they don't care if there are people in the houses. No matter how strong this house is, it can't block a cannonball. We are not trying to drive everyone away, but we really don't want everyone to get hurt."

"Comrades, we really won't go out. Can't we just not go out?" The masses still seemed to feel that leaving home might be even more unsafe.

"We said long ago, everyone evacuate with your respective units. If you don't leave, the other comrades in the unit will be anxious." No matter how unhappy the comrades of the troops were in their hearts, they tried their best to observe order and avoid forcibly driving the masses away as much as possible.

Just as they were speaking, a muffled sound suddenly came from the sky, followed by a screaming sound like fireworks. The faces of the troops' comrades changed instantly. "Take cover!" While shouting, the troops' comrades dragged the masses into relatively safe corners.

A moment later, the ground shook violently. Then a huge explosion sound came over. Now the troops didn't care whether the masses were willing or not; some dragged and pulled the masses towards the evacuation channel.

Other troops sped up their search speed. A figure suddenly flashed in front; judging by the clothes, it should be an ordinary civilian. "That person in front, don't run around, evacuate quickly," the troops' comrades shouted.

Hearing the voice, that guy not only didn't stop but ran away with all his might. The troops behind chased closely while blowing whistles. After running for a while, they heard someone in front shout: "Blocked him!"

Just as the patrol team behind relaxed, they suddenly heard an angry shout from in front, "This guy is a spy, come over quickly."

Upon hearing this, the comrades of the patrol team felt a jolt in their hearts. They unslung their guns and rushed over in three steps combined into two.

After the Japanese bombardment began, the forts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to return fire successively according to the range of each fort. Amidst the rumbling cannon fire, signal flares were occasionally fired by people in the Qingdao area. The Japanese artillery fire would immediately concentrate fiercely on the area where the signal flare was. Pu Guanshui had long known that the Japanese had spies in Qingdao and had also bought off Chinese commoners in the Qingdao area. Although the position of the forts was not very hidden, hearing that three forts had been hit by enemy naval gunfire causing certain casualties, Pu Guanshui's killing intent rose greatly. But Pu Guanshui's duty was to command the Qingdao defense battle, not to lead a team to hunt down these pests. Forcing his mind back, Pu Guanshui sat quietly in the command post waiting for news.

"Hit a Japanese ship!" There was good news less than an hour into the artillery battle. "It's a frigate, it was hit and caught fire... It exploded, it exploded! That Japanese frigate exploded and sank!" After the operator shouted this news, he couldn't help but stand up.

"Good shot!" The command post immediately boiled over.

"Everyone can only be happy for one minute, continue working immediately after one minute," the Chief of Staff shouted. Although he ordered the comrades to quickly return to work status, the Chief of Staff's face was also full of smiles. This could be said to be a victory right from the start. It was the first time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had sunk an enemy naval vessel; this was indeed an extremely fresh feeling. A moment later, several observation posts called in, reporting the observation of the sinking of the enemy warship. Now it could finally be confirmed that the battle result was not a false report.

As the commander directing the Qingdao campaign, Pu Guanshui felt quite apprehensive. Regarding the artillery battle between forts and warships, Chen Ke's view was that they couldn't hold out. There were many reasons why they couldn't hold out: forts couldn't move, while warships could constantly change positions. Even if the forts of the Qingdao Fortress had been reinforced, as long as they were hit by enemy battleship main guns, the forts would still suffer great damage. Pu Guanshui of course didn't know the real reason Chen Ke dared not explain clearly. In World War I and World War II, there were never cases of coastal defense forts destroying fleets. Even the Maginot Line historically played no role. The only fortifications that could be effective in a defensive battle against fierce firepower was Shangganling. But these histories were precisely the stuff Chen Ke couldn't use as "historical experience."

One of the experiences summarized by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the last Qingdao campaign was that fort defense could not be without forward positions. Chen Ke had mobilized the German forces to the maximum extent at that time, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army relied on numerical superiority to directly attack the Qingdao Fortress. Only then did they succeed. If the German troops inside the Qingdao Fortress had been abundant, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have skyrocketed.

As the defending side of the Qingdao Fortress, Pu Guanshui commanded a force of 40,000 men. One division only placed a regiment of troops on the position, while the remaining troops and another division waited in the rear of Qingdao as field troops. They could reinforce the fortress at any time or strike at the enemy's flanking forces. A pure artillery battle could not last too long; even without the issue of ammunition supply, artillery needed to cool down after a period of time. This was the same for both the Japanese Navy and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's artillery.

Damage reports from the forts kept coming in. The military region had mobilized before the war, stating that artillery was the most dangerous combat unit in this war, and losses to the forts were unavoidable. Artillery was the unit with the highest technical content; although the damage reports made Pu Guanshui's heart ache, he still kept a cold face and treated the losses with a data-like attitude.

Outside, the cannons rumbled. If one distinguished carefully, one could still hear different cannon sounds. The dullest, most vibration-inducing ones were the main guns. This was the best weapon to suppress Japanese warships. If directly hit by a main gun, even a battleship couldn't withstand it. As for small boats, a single shot could break them in two. Pu Guanshui looked at the map, waiting for that critical period when the sound of the cannons would change. No matter how powerful the cannons were, even if they could blast Qingdao into ruins on their own, they could not let the Japanese occupy Qingdao. The final battle would still be a bloody battle between infantry.

Sure enough, the command post felt an increasingly intense sense of explosion shock, and news of forts being hit also came in faster. The large-caliber naval guns of the Japanese fleet began to suppress the large-caliber artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. A phone call soon came in; Japanese landing craft began to approach the defensive positions set up by the Qingdao Fortress by the sea.

"How is the situation at the front-line positions?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"Casualties are heavy under the reverse slope positions. Fortunately, not many people were placed on the front-line positions, but now contact has been lost with one-third of the positions." The staff officer quickly reported the situation. This was also unavoidable. With the huge power of the Japanese 305mm shells, even if a front-light rear-heavy deployment was implemented and communication lines were cleared, if a shelter took a direct hit from a shell, there would inevitably be casualties.

"Commander Pu, taking shelling like this..." The Chief of Staff also felt uncomfortable. Everyone had received training on the destructive power of naval guns before the war, but actually facing the fierce bombardment of such giant guns, the actual feeling was simply unimaginable before the war.

Pu Guanshui immediately replied: "The enemy cannot maintain such an intense density of fire. A ship carries only one or two hundred shells. Small guns are useless against our fortifications. Counting all the large-caliber artillery of the entire Japanese fleet, it's just one or two thousand rounds. After firing them, Japan can only passively take a beating. We just need to carry through. Don't expect the Japanese to really rain down shells; they can't do that."

As if to verify Pu Guanshui's opinion, a congratulatory call came in again. "The Qingdao Hill Battery hit a large forward Japanese ship, it should be a battleship. It looks like the *Asahi*."

Since sinking an enemy destroyer for the first time, the Japanese fleet had not dared to get too close. In nearly two hours of shelling, there were several near misses exploding near the Japanese ships constantly cruising outside Qingdao, and two Japanese warships withdrew from the shelling line. On the surface, the Japanese ships were undamaged. Now that they could directly hit an enemy warship, the gloomy feeling after being beaten for half a day seemed to dissipate quite a bit.

"Did the Japanese ship sink?" the staff officer immediately asked loudly.

"No, just saw smoke, nothing happened. The enemy ship sailed away again!" A rather frustrated voice came from the other end of the phone.

"Can't our battery move the Japanese ships?" The staff officer hung up the phone and shouted in an unbelievable tone.

The Chief of Staff didn't make a sound. Pu Guanshui took over the conversation and replied: "If this kind of cannon could sink a ship with one shot, why would they spend so much money building warships? Don't think about such good things. Prepare to engage the Japanese landing troops."

The Japanese artillery fire no longer shot at the shore now, and didn't even shoot close to the shore batteries anymore. To cover the landing troops coming ashore, the fleet fired fiercely at the main gun positions of the Qingdao Fortress.

Every shell landing, especially heavy artillery shells, would trigger a feeling of the mountains shaking and the earth moving. For the infantry on the ground, this feeling was particularly strong. The forward-most troops gathered in several underground shelters dug long ago. The shockwaves from the shelling made the gas lamps hanging in the shelters sway constantly. Small stones were shaken off the stone walls from time to time. A considerable number of soldiers, at least the officers, had participated in the battle to capture the Qingdao Fortress. At that time, the artillery of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't even be called destructive firepower, but rather a pure suppressive firepower. Personally feeling this earth-shaking sensation, the comrades' faces didn't look good.

Following the order to set out, all soldiers grabbed their rifles and ran out along the passage. As soon as they exited the assembly area, the soldiers in front stopped there. The soldiers behind didn't expect this; unable to stop their feet, they bumped directly into the soldiers in front, making them stumble. Then the soldiers behind were also stunned.

In just over three hours, Qingdao had changed. The general terrain naturally wouldn't change, but within their field of vision, many originally intact buildings had now become ruined walls and rubble, and several large craters had appeared on the ground not far away. The air was filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke. This feeling, both familiar and strange, made it impossible for the soldiers to accept immediately.

"Double time, double time!" The squad and platoon leaders shouted while pulling the comrades of their own units to continue rushing towards the front-line positions.

In order to deal with the enemy's superior firepower, the Qingdao defense system presented a front-light rear-heavy layout. The enemy's firepower would definitely be concentrated on the front line. The front-light rear-heavy setup required troops to be able to ensure communication lines and enter the forefront to fight at any time, so as to maintain firepower at the forefront.

Under the leadership of grassroots commanders, the soldiers began to move forward. But along the way, they couldn't help looking around. The changes in the surroundings exceeded the comrades' imagination. Everyone felt bewildered, nervous, and fearful. During the march, there was no need to say nonsense like "we have entered the war" anymore. Every soldier fully understood that they were sprinting on the battlefield.
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Chapter 41 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 2)

"Hurry up and seize the high ground on the left!" Lieutenant Kumamoto Jiro, a company commander of the Kyushu Division, roared at his subordinates. The Japanese army wasn't stupid enough to launch a large-scale landing operation using small boats directly under a hail of bullets. Apart from appearing extremely tactically foolish, the more important reason was that the Japanese army simply lacked the technical means and corresponding equipment for such an operation.

The Japanese land forces landed at Longkou and Yangkou in Laoshan, planning to march and converge on Qingdao from two directions. Then they would begin a pincer attack on Qingdao in conjunction with the fleet and the frontal landing forces. However, as soon as the Japanese advance troops landed, they were greeted by a volley of rifle fire. Without a second thought, Captain Kumamoto immediately commanded his subordinates to seize the high ground near the landing zone.

Seeing a squad of his subordinates shouting as they charged forward, running and rapidly approaching the Chinese army's position, Lieutenant Kumamoto hadn't even had time to relax when he heard a burst of dense and intense gunfire. In an instant, his running subordinates fell to the ground in twisted heaps. A whole squad was wiped out during the approach, which greatly shocked Lieutenant Kumamoto.

"Machine gun fire!" Lieutenant Kumamoto immediately ordered. The Japanese heavy machine guns had already been transported to the beach. The machine gunners quickly set up the guns, and upon hearing the order, the heavy machine guns immediately began to roar.

The enemy facing Lieutenant Kumamoto reacted extremely quickly. From somewhere, several artillery shells flew out, describing arcs with great curvature, heading straight for the Japanese heavy machine gun positions. One of them exploded just over two meters away from a heavy machine gun, and the machine gun's roar instantly ceased. The enemy gunners had no intention of quitting while they were ahead; shells were fired one after another, exploding ceaselessly on the Japanese positions. The Japanese troops were well-trained after all; they all lay prone on the ground or hid behind safe cover. The Chinese army's attack opposite them came fast and went fast. In an instant, it went silent.

Just as the shaken Japanese troops were gradually beginning to stand up and regroup, several more shells flew over. Two of them accurately hit a Japanese squad, and the sound of explosions mixed with wailing and howling rang out over the Japanese landing zone.

It wasn't just the Kumamoto Company's attack that was frustrated; several Japanese offensive sectors suffered head-on blows from the Chinese army. However, the Japanese offensive only paused for less than an hour. After reorganizing the troops, naval guns first bombarded the Chinese army positions mentioned earlier. Before the smoke had even cleared, the Japanese army had already regrouped and begun their attack.

This time, the Japanese attack met no resistance. Several Japanese units, including the Kumamoto Company, easily occupied the positions previously held by the Chinese army. However, they found no Chinese troops on the bombed-out, messy positions. No corpses, no bloodstains. Apart from a few scattered shell casings proving that an army had indeed fired from here, due to the shelling, there were hardly even any footprints to be seen. The Chinese army had withdrawn at some unknown time.

Just as the Japanese troops were feeling puzzled, a muffled sound came from the distance again. Accompanied by the screech of shells, the Japanese troops who had rushed onto the Chinese positions were subjected to a barrage of violent artillery fire. The power of the shells this time was far greater than before. Amidst the rumbling explosions, some Japanese soldiers were simply blown into the air.

Lieutenant Kumamoto could not bear such losses at all. Through his binoculars, he could roughly see the shadowy mountains opposite, and the smoke permeating everywhere. But he just couldn't see any signs of the Chinese army. These enemies seemed to have popped out of the ground; apart from a few puffs of smoke in the distance, not a single soldier could be seen.

The Japanese commander attacking Longkou soon ordered the naval guns to begin firing on the enemy artillery units, while the landing forces were to hold the areas they had already occupied. Not long after, two Japanese reconnaissance planes took off. Being high above, they could always find traces of the enemy. It wasn't just reconnaissance planes; army balloons also began to ascend.

Lieutenant Kumamoto breathed a sigh of relief. With these eyes high above, there was no fear of not finding the Chinese army's tracks. However, less than ten minutes after the Japanese planes and balloons ascended, several planes with a completely different appearance from the Japanese ones suddenly appeared in the sky. More importantly, these planes, painted with red stars in the binoculars, actually emitted the sound of gunfire while flying. Lieutenant Kumamoto had no idea what was happening. He himself rarely saw reconnaissance planes, but because his family ran a machinery factory, he wasn't completely ignorant of the principles of airplanes.

Why planes in the sky would make sounds similar to shooting while flying was something Lieutenant Kumamoto couldn't understand at all. Even when some planes fell from the sky trailing black smoke, Lieutenant Kumamoto still didn't figure out what had actually happened. Even when a series of large holes were punched into a Japanese reconnaissance balloon, and the crew screamed as they accelerated towards the ground with the balloon, the balloon's basket smashing to pieces on the ground, Lieutenant Kumamoto, having no concept of air combat, didn't realize he had witnessed the first true air battle in his life.

Lieutenant Kumamoto might not understand, but it was impossible for the Japanese commanders not to understand what had happened. After a brief pause in the offensive, all units received orders to attack the Chinese army fiercely. The orders required each unit to send out elite advance troops to conduct reconnaissance in force, and fierce but short battles ensued immediately. Lieutenant Kumamoto soon discovered the tactical methods of the Chinese army opposite him. These Chinese troops didn't conduct key point defenses at all; they fought and retreated from pre-set positions. Besides rifles, the Chinese army also used a strange machine gun to coordinate with small units, utilizing fierce firepower to suppress the Japanese firepower.

In addition to rifles and this type of machine gun, the Chinese army also used an artillery piece with a very high curvature to fire at the Japanese. These guns were placed in artillery positions that couldn't be seen at all; at most, one could use the smoke from the muzzle to discover the Chinese artillery positions. But it was impossible to destroy them with direct fire.

Behind the Japanese army was the powerful firepower of the Japanese naval fleet. A single heavy artillery shell could send rocks flying and thick smoke billowing on the mountain. Any Chinese army position that was discovered would be fiercely attacked by these heavy guns. It was just that these attacks didn't have any effect. The Chinese army just kept retreating and retreating. Before every retreat, they would inflict considerable casualties on the Japanese army.

The battle lasted for less than four hours, and the Kumamoto Company had already suffered over 60 casualties, dead and wounded. After Lieutenant Kumamoto captured the fourth Chinese army position, he had to order his troops to stop attacking. He ordered a message to be sent to the rear: "This company has suffered heavy casualties and hopes to pause the attack."

Having sent out the messenger, Lieutenant Kumamoto let his subordinates pause the attack. The successive lessons had made quite an impression on him. He ordered his men to stop and rest in a relatively safe place. He himself, after observing the enemy situation, also sat down exhaustedly behind a rock.

The situation before him not only failed to disappoint Lieutenant Kumamoto, but instead aroused his impulse to attack. Because this war concerned not only the fate of the Empire but also had a significant impact on the fate of Lieutenant Kumamoto's family.

The Japanese mobilization this time was quite hasty, and the Navy and Army rarely cooperated temporarily. At least in terms of troop transport, both sides implemented rare and efficient cooperation. That is to say, the Kyushu Division to which Company Commander Kumamoto belonged only waited at the port for two days before the Navy's ships arrived.

During these two days, the officers of the Kyushu Division realized that their target this time was China's Qingdao. Moreover, there were instructions before departure that Qingdao was an industrial port city of the People's Party of China, and they should try their best not to damage the Qingdao industrial zone. Hearing that they were going to attack a Chinese industrial city again, Kumamoto Jiro immediately felt motivated. Kumamoto Jiro's father, Kumamoto Ginji, used to be a soldier and participated in the Eight-Nation Alliance, and even took part in the battle to attack Tianjin, China. After the war, Kumamoto Ginji figured out who held the machinery from the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau that had been looted by the Japanese army. After returning to Japan, Kumamoto Ginji purchased a considerable amount of equipment and started a mining equipment parts processing factory. Now he was also a medium-sized small factory owner in Kyushu.

Kumamoto Jiro's older brother, Kumamoto Ichiro, attended a Japanese junior college (equivalent to a technical school) majoring in mechanics, and after graduation, he helped his father run the factory back home. However, life in Japan had suddenly become difficult in the past two years. Mining production had an increasingly high demand for equipment parts, but the prices were getting lower and lower. The machines looted from China were German goods, of very high quality. But no matter how good the quality, they were machines from over a decade ago. If it weren't for his brother Kumamoto Ichiro relying on the techniques he learned at school to maintain them as best as possible, the family factory would have barely managed to keep going.

Army Intelligence indicated that the People's Party of China had seized the German territory in Qingdao, so presumably, the People's Party's factories would be full of new German machinery. If he could grab a handful like his father Kumamoto Ginji did, adding a few more new machines to the family business, it would presumably greatly alleviate their current predicament.

Without his superiors needing to emphasize the significance of the battle to attack Qingdao for the "Empire," Kumamoto Jiro already possessed unprecedented enthusiasm and a strong will to fight. However, war was war after all, and the Japanese army still had enough apprehension about the Chinese army, especially the People's Party's army. After all, this army had seized the Qingdao Fortress from the Germans. Two of Japan's battle-hardened units, the Kyushu Division and the Sendai Division, took on the responsibility of the land attack. The Kyushu Division attacked Longkou, and the Sendai Division attacked Laoshan Yangkou.

Even though he had absolutely no intention of giving up now, Lieutenant Kumamoto still felt immense pressure. The tactics of the Chinese army in front of him were vastly different from the tactics of any country taught in Japanese military academies. The intensity of the battle was not low at all. The enemy relied on rapid movement and accurate fire strikes to constantly suck the blood of the Kumamoto Company.

If they could rely on the naval guns behind them and the divisional artillery that would soon be transported to the landing site, they could certainly deal a fatal blow to the enemy. But the current enemy hit and ran, as slippery as a loach in a paddy field. Yet the enemy never disengaged from combat, nor even disengaged from the battle line...

While Lieutenant Kumamoto was considering the enemy's tactics, just like the previous few times, the Chinese army suddenly began a fierce bombardment. These shells shot almost vertically down into the Kumamoto Company's assembly point. It was as if the amulet Lieutenant Kumamoto carried had worked; not a single piece of the massive amount of shrapnel hit Lieutenant Kumamoto. But his subordinates were not so lucky; the scattering shrapnel caused many soldiers to scream.

Being beaten passively like this was completely unexpected before the war. Lieutenant Kumamoto could bear it no longer. He looked at the mountain ridge still quite a distance away, looked at the path they had come from below, and then looked at the sun which had already started to sink below the horizon. Company Commander Kumamoto Jiro made a decision, "Withdraw to the previous attack point first."

The Kumamoto Company immediately began to retreat. Not long after he retreated, battle cries shook the sky across the entire front line. The Chinese army blew bugles and began to attack amidst fierce artillery fire. The Kumamoto Company had just retreated to the previous attack point when they saw the Chinese army charging over in a formation they had never seen before. It was a formation difficult to describe, wearing colorful, ragged military uniforms, with hats made of grass and branches on their heads. The Chinese army charged down in a formation that looked scattered and disorganized, spread everywhere. Coordinating with their attack was the fierce bombardment of that peculiar artillery.

"Fire!" Company Commander Kumamoto and the officers and sergeants of other platoons and squads began to command their subordinates to return fire. It was just that the Japanese marksmen felt extremely uncomfortable facing such a formation. The Chinese army wasn't using the traditional wave attack. If it were a wave attack, the Japanese army could effectively stop and kill the enemy with disciplined volley fire. At least, the Japanese army used this kind of tightly organized wave attack.

The Chinese army opposite them seemed to be attacking all over the mountains and plains, everywhere, the whole lot of them like undisciplined skirmishers. But they made it difficult for rifles and machine guns to find their optimal targets. On the battlefield, everyone knew that if one bullet could eliminate one enemy, one would be invincible. But on the battlefield, what was most lacking was precisely this ability to "eliminate one enemy with one bullet."

Free firing would cause the hit rate to drop rapidly. Concentrated firing could certainly improve efficiency, but with the Chinese army's duck-herding-like formation opposite, this firing efficiency was actually lower.

On the other hand, for the Chinese army, if one man was hit, it had no effect on the soldiers attacking behind him. Moreover, the performance of the wounded was amazing; as long as they hadn't lost their combat effectiveness, the wounded actually stopped to exchange fire with the Japanese army. The Chinese soldiers who weren't wounded did the same; they looked like they were charging fiercely like a herd of ducks, and their formation was as loose as a herd of ducks. Yet there were always units that would use the terrain to stop and exchange fire with the Japanese army in groups of two or three during the attack. The firepower wasn't fierce enough, but there were extremely numerous firing points. Many small amounts added up to a lot, making the Japanese army feel extremely uncomfortable.

The charge was fast, and the Chinese army was not without losses; at least the troops that charged to within twenty or thirty meters of the Japanese army were already quite sparse. At this moment, the Chinese troops at the very front paused slightly, but not out of fear; the Chinese soldiers behind them pulled out hand grenades and threw them at the Japanese positions. Amidst the booming explosions, the Japanese army immediately suffered unprecedented losses. Company Commander Kumamoto could no longer endure such continuous blows. "Fix bayonets, charge!" he roared loudly.

Facing the Chinese army, the Japanese army couldn't necessarily always gain the upper hand with guns and artillery. In fact, the fiercely attacking Japanese army was often contained by the fierce rain of bullets from the Chinese army. At this moment, the only thing that could break the stalemate was a bayonet charge. The Japanese soldiers fixed their bayonets one after another and charged forward bravely under the leadership of officers and sergeants. It was only at this moment that Lieutenant Kumamoto suddenly realized something: the rifles of this fiercely charging Chinese army before his eyes were all flashing with the cold light of bayonets.

Almost simultaneously firing a final volley, the Kumamoto Company and the Chinese army charged and clashed together with bayonets.

At the same time as the bayonets of the two armies began to collide with each other, Lieutenant Kumamoto discovered something that surprised him extremely. A small portion of the Chinese soldiers actually pulled out pistols from their waists. Just like that, they began to shoot and kill Japanese officers and soldiers with pistols at extremely close range. Close combat was just this cruel; whether it was bayonets or pistols, they were fighting at extremely close range. Even if one blinked for an instant, a life would be completely lost, or at least half lost.

In an instant, half of the Chinese and Japanese soldiers fighting together fell. Among them, Japanese soldiers accounted for nearly seventy percent. Company Commander Kumamoto saw that the number of Chinese troops was constantly increasing. He could no longer hold on. Fighting in this way, it wouldn't take long for the unit to be completely annihilated. He made a prompt decision and began to retreat with the troops that had not yet engaged in combat.

The afterglow of the sun did not last too long. Although the sky still had light, the ground had already darkened. The remnants of the Kumamoto Company retreated all the way back to the first line of positions they had captured before stopping. The night also prevented Japanese artillery support. In this pitch-black night, trying to accurately hit the Chinese army and effectively kill them would rely entirely on good luck. Not to mention, the Chinese army wouldn't be stupid enough to leave a large number of troops on the position waiting to be shelled by the Japanese.

Despite losing nearly two-thirds of his troops, the Kumamoto Company was considered to have been able to withdraw. Because he was worried about being severely reprimanded, Lieutenant Kumamoto still sought out a staff officer he knew in the battalion, wanting to get some news from him. He did get some news. It was hard to say whether it was good or bad.

Of the nearly two battalions of troops committed to the attack this time, the number of Japanese troops who withdrew was less than two companies. All units suffered strong counterattacks from the Chinese army at sunset, and more than seventy percent of the Japanese troops were lost in these mountains. Among them, four companies were completely wiped out. Although the Kumamoto Company had been defeated and retreated, at least they had saved quite a few people. If it were before, Lieutenant Kumamoto would have been severely punished, but now that the regiment's strength was greatly damaged, it seemed that there would be no overly severe punishment for Lieutenant Kumamoto for the time being.

When he received this news, the sky had completely darkened. Looking at the high grounds hidden in the night in the distance, Lieutenant Kumamoto felt waves of chill in his heart. This was the Chinese army he had to face, this was the People's Party's army.
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Chapter 42 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 3)

After the Japanese forces attacking Longkou suffered a head-on blow during the day, the entire Kyushu Division maintained heavy security throughout the night. Having stayed up all night, the Japanese soldiers, their eyes bloodshot, couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief when they saw the first light of dawn. Before long, the Japanese positions began to show more signs of life. Soldiers resumed landing operations. Whenever soldiers whispered to each other, Japanese officers would immediately shout at them to stop. The Kyushu Division had issued orders strictly forbidding soldiers from conversing privately, and especially from discussing yesterday's battle.

This high-pressure posture worked. Combined with the fierce fighting yesterday and the fact that the units which had suffered heavy losses had been moved to more distant positions—effectively isolated—the soldiers executed the various unit arrangements in good order. That is, until a figure holding a white flag appeared in the distance.

Holding a white flag meant one of two things: either surrender or a request for negotiation. Given the current situation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could only be coming to negotiate. The Japanese army still retained a minimum of rationality; killing the enemy's negotiators on the battlefield was dishonorable no matter how you looked at it. So, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army negotiator holding the white flag was relatively safe as he approached the Japanese positions.

The content of the negotiation was very simple. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army informed the Japanese that they had captured some Japanese personnel during yesterday's battle. Due to the limited medical capabilities of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they were unable to treat these people. They hoped the Japanese army could send someone to take these Japanese wounded back for treatment.

The Japanese Kyushu Division was very suspicious of this move. The Japanese army had no habit of treating prisoners well. Not killing enemy wounded on the spot was already considered a very merciful act. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's request to hand over Japanese wounded at this time was completely unexpected. However, the Japanese army at this time hadn't yet degenerated to the moral level of WWII. Suspicious as they were, the two sides discussed the process for returning the wounded. Both sides would refrain from fighting for the time being during the morning. Unarmed troops from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would send the Japanese wounded to a designated open area, and the Japanese side would go over to receive them. Then both armies would withdraw simultaneously.

With extreme caution, the Japanese sent unarmed troops to receive the wounded. Apart from the psychological shock caused by the groans of the Japanese wounded, the process was far more peaceful than imagined. The Japanese wounded had all received basic bandaging, which reduced the hostility of many Japanese soldiers. Both sides used unarmed troops, and once the handover was complete, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops quickly withdrew from the area.

It wasn't that no one among the Kyushu Division's staff officers suggested letting the artillery attack these Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops. The Division Commander pondered for a moment; it was clear he was also struggling internally. Yesterday's brutal battle had built up immense resentment in the Kyushu Division, including in the Commander himself. However, the Kyushu Division Commander's military ethics led him to ultimately reject this suggestion. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had ignored these Japanese soldiers yesterday, or simply killed them all while clearing the battlefield, the Kyushu Division Commander would have had no recourse. What is lost on the battlefield must be won back on the battlefield. The Division Commander still held such thoughts in his heart.

What happened next made the Kyushu Division Commander feel somewhat regretful. He had completely failed to anticipate one thing: transporting three or four hundred wounded back would inevitably require passing in front of the Japanese troops who had already begun deploying. Those wounded soldiers wrapped in blood-seeping bandages, either limping along or lying on stretchers, caused a tremendous impact on the troops' morale.

Strict gag orders had been issued to the entire force, but some things couldn't be stopped by orders alone. Not just the soldiers, but even the officers began to spread all sorts of rumors. The Japanese losses were greatly exaggerated. Listening to his subordinates' reports, the Kyushu Division Commander began to feel that if he hadn't had that "womanly benevolence" and had instead ordered the artillery to fiercely attack the moving Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops, it probably would have greatly boosted morale. At least he could have used the excuse, "Even if they are killed, the Chinese on the other side wouldn't dare abuse Japanese POWs."

Putting regret aside, the Kyushu Division Commander ordered naval guns and army artillery to fire together, and the infantry prepared to enter combat. The coordinated bombardment by the navy and army artillery took the Japanese four hours. It wasn't until after 4:00 PM that the Japanese infantry began their attack. With yesterday's experience, the Japanese were extremely careful during their offensive. In the telescopes, the Japanese troops advanced cautiously and slowly over the shell-ravaged terrain, entering the positions that had cost them so dearly yesterday, one by one. By 7:00 PM, the Japanese finally reached the hilltops. From beginning to end, they encountered no enemies. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely vanished.

Cheers rang out on the hilltops. The fear of attacking the Japanese felt just now turned entirely into a smug "sense of victory." They waved their military flags desperately or raised their rifles shouting "Banzai," as if they had won a great victory. Upon receiving this news, the Kyushu Division Commander's brow furrowed slightly less. Securing the beachhead was certainly a good thing, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't have evaporated; they must have gone somewhere else to make new combat preparations. The Division Commander's gaze fell on the map. The Japanese plan for landing at Longkou involved passing through Pingdu and Yexian to Jimo. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had proven yesterday that they were definitely not an army afraid to fight. The Japanese army could face attacks from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at any time on this long road. Perhaps this was the reason for the People's Party's retreat.

Just as the Kyushu Division Commander thought, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strategy was extremely concise: mobile warfare, annihilating the enemy in motion. Facing the Japanese army was the 4705th Division of the Shandong Military Region. The troops had disengaged from the front line last night and shifted towards the area between Pingdu and Yexian. By evening, the division headquarters held a meeting. "We've said this many times in meetings, and this is the last time I'll emphasize the operational thought. It is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength. If no one is there to use the weapons, even if the weapons are piled as high as the sky, the battle can't be fought. Moreover, we can't suffer losses in our fighting; we must adopt the most effective tactics. Yesterday's battle proved that the Japanese can still fight; they are not the Beiyang Army. If we exhaust our tactics and really go head-to-head with the Japanese, the casualty ratio would be one to two—if the Japanese lose two, we lose one. Before the final decisive battle, we must weaken them to the maximum extent. First, lure the Japanese out of the cover of their naval guns, then cut off their logistics lines as much as possible. Small units will constantly kill and wound to weaken the Japanese strength. Finally, implement an encirclement and annihilation battle..."

When the division commander finished speaking, the regimental commanders began to ask questions one after another.

"Can the various harassment attacks be arranged in more detail this time?"

"The battle line stretches for twenty or thirty *li*; can the troop allocation be explained in more detail?"

The division commander listened for a while, then waved his hand for everyone to stop. "Comrades, none of us have conducted combat operations at the division level. Combined tactical training for infantry squads and platoons has only reached the battalion level. Everyone was taught by Chairman Chen at the military academy. Let me explain first: I listened carefully during lectures, and I answered carefully during exams. Now that we're really fighting, I realize I didn't understand what I was hearing before. Only by using it do I know what Chairman Chen was actually talking about."

The division commander's frank words triggered laughter from the comrades; everyone felt basically the same. Precisely because everyone was a soldier, they could best understand these honest words.

"Sharpening your spear right before battle might not make it sharp, but it makes it shine. Don't expect us to suddenly have an epiphany about these military skills right now. Without practice, any 'realization' is just blind guessing. For now, comrades, don't expect us to perform beyond our level and fight some exquisite battle. Right now, taking advantage of the last few days and combining it with the latest combat, let's determine the basic level of the troops and what kind of battle we can fight at the minimum. As for summarizing, there's no need to talk about it now. Fight whatever battle we can fight; don't brag and end up harming others and yourselves."

After listening to the division commander, the regimental commanders felt it was quite good. In this round of cadre promotions within the People's Party, anyone who liked to blow hot air and couldn't seek truth from facts had been sent to the military academy for study. These newly promoted cadres had all come up through hard work. If a regimental commander said his regiment could march 60 *li* a day, then they could definitely march 60 *li*. No one dared to falsify or brag anymore.

Moreover, in yesterday's battle, the formidable combat effectiveness of the Japanese army was truly unprecedented. Platoon leaders and deputy platoon leaders fired pistol bursts in combat, squad leaders and deputy squad leaders engaged in bayonet fighting personally, and the casualty ratio between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Japanese army actually reached something like 3:5. If it were the Beiyang Army, they would have collapsed long ago. The casualty ratio wouldn't have exceeded 1:4. To say things that couldn't be done in front of such an enemy would be harming others and oneself. Every unit cadre knew this clearly in their hearts.

"If there are no other questions, meeting adjourned," the division commander said.

While the troops at Longkou began to arrange the next stage of combat, the troops at Yangkou in Laoshan, Qingdao, had long since completed adjustments in this regard. The water at Yangkou in Laoshan was deep and the current fast, allowing the Japanese fleet to provide support more effectively. The troops responsible for the Laoshan defense battle adopted operational countermeasures that were purely guerrilla warfare conducted by regular troops. The guerrilla tactics from Chen Ke's original timeline, when used by well-equipped and well-trained regular troops, were exceptionally powerful.

The equipment system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army frontline troops included Liberation shoes, rifles, light machine guns, mortars, grenades, and entrenching shovels. Compared to the PLA during the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea, they were not inferior in the slightest. Commanders at the squad and deputy squad leader level were uniformly equipped with compasses and pocket watches. Ordinary soldiers were equipped with steel helmets and camouflage uniforms. Food consisted mainly of canned goods and field rations. They could operate without logistics for over a week in the Laoshan area. Every squad had marksmen, and every platoon had sharpshooters and snipers. This was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's confidence in their combat effectiveness. The Japanese Sendai Division was the first to suffer ambushes from marksmen and snipers.

The Sendai Division had formidable combat effectiveness, but in the blink of an eye, over twenty men were dropped, with a fatality rate reaching 80%. The dead were all killed with a single shot. This demonstrative shooting greatly incited the Japanese army's anger.

The battle to attack Qingdao was carried out simultaneously by sea and land. The Kyushu Division landed at Longkou, and the Sendai Division landed at Yangkou. The two forces planned to meet at Liuting and coordinate with the Japanese fleet at sea to launch a full-scale attack on Qingdao. Caught off guard just after landing, the Sendai Division immediately sent a company of troops to wipe out the Chinese army opposite them.

Seeing the Chinese soldiers wearing steel helmets and tattered clothes running as fast as rabbits in the mountains ahead, the Japanese company chased relentlessly. At the beginning, the Japanese still had some vigilance. After running for less than an hour, the Japanese troops, panting from exhaustion, simply didn't have the energy to consider so many things. The Chinese army ahead was indistinct, coinciding somewhat with the education the Sendai Division had received that the Chinese army only knew how to run. Until this company of enemies chased into a valley, and the Chinese army ahead actually disappeared without a trace.

The Japanese company commander wasn't foolish enough to insist on achieving some result. The gloomy mountains gave him a very bad feeling. The Japanese company reorganized slightly and began to retreat. They reached a three-way intersection. Suddenly, dense bullets swept violently through the Japanese ranks. The Japanese company commander immediately directed the Japanese troops to begin counterattacking. This company commander did not know about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's inverted triangle machine gun disposition.

In the inverted triangle machine gun disposition, the top was a marksman, and the two bottom corners were light machine guns. The light machine guns struck and suppressed the enemy's main force with fierce firepower, while the marksman accurately shot to eliminate enemy firepower points. This tactic, time-tested in jungle and mountain warfare, could allow three men to wipe out a squad of troops. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's equipment had not yet reached WWII levels. So the triangle position was composed of half a squad, with two light machine guns each manned by two people. The apex position had two people implementing precision strikes. Facing a Japanese company, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had arranged a platoon on their retreat route, with four inverted triangle positions responsible for the frontal strike.

The soldiers of the Sendai Division had "extreme backbone." After a brief panic, the company commander realized there weren't many enemies opposite them. Generally speaking, in this situation, the Japanese army would adopt the method of pinning down the front and outflanking to attack. Unfortunately, mountain warfare offered no such conditions completely. The four inverted triangle positions in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's layout completely blocked the passage with firepower. Every charge resulted in soldiers either being swept down by machine guns or killed with a single shot. Since they hadn't brought heavy machine guns with them, the Japanese could only use rifles to shoot back at the Chinese army. They suffered a huge disadvantage in firepower.

The Japanese company commander shrank behind a rock. Countless Japanese soldiers hiding but exposed to the fierce firepower of the Chinese army were already dead or wounded. What caused the greatest psychological fear to the Japanese were those few machine guns. "Da-da-da, da-da-da, da-da-da-da-da-da"—three-round bursts or long bursts swept across the Japanese positions, sending stone fragments flying. Japanese rifles fired back one after another, only to be made to scream in misery by the seven or eight machine guns. Even more deadly was the crisp sound of rifles from the Chinese army's side. Japanese soldiers who dared to brave the fierce firepower of the Chinese army to pop their heads out and fire back with rifles couldn't last long before being hit and losing combat effectiveness. The company commander was also well-trained; he had only popped his head out for a moment when two bullets flew past close to his body, forcing him to shrink back behind the rock. The Chinese army had obviously discovered and targeted this firing point.

Hiding behind the rock in shock and pondering for a moment, the company commander remembered that the ambush site was at most an hour's journey from the landing site. As long as they could hold out for a while longer, reinforcements would arrive. But before the reinforcements arrived, the Japanese army suffered a fierce blow from Chinese troops attacking from the rear. The Japanese troops were currently completely concealed behind various covers that could withstand frontal machine gun fire, leaving their bodies completely exposed to the attack from the rear. This time there was nowhere good to hide. Crossfire from both front and rear swept through the Japanese.

The Japanese company commander was hit three times in the back. In the pain of suffocation, he felt confused in a daze: why had the rearguard not had time to issue a warning? Before his consciousness faded, the company commander suspected that everyone's hearing had been attracted by the heavy machine guns of the Chinese army in front, and they simply hadn't had time to hear the sound of the enemy shooting from behind.

The troops in Laoshan didn't execute the discipline of treating prisoners so firmly. After the battlefield fell silent, they quickly swept the battlefield, collecting as much of the Japanese weapons and ammunition, and even shell casings, as possible. During the process of clearing the battlefield, some dying Japanese soldiers tried to raise their guns to shoot, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army immediately shot them dead. Carrying a large amount of weapons and ammunition, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops left behind a ground covered in dead and wounded, carried a few slightly wounded Japanese prisoners, and quickly retreated into the mountains. Nearly half an hour after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army retreated, the Japanese reinforcements cautiously groped their way up.

For the entire day after this, guerrilla warfare in the Laoshan area continued daily. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army implemented "cold gun, cold run" tactics (sniper and scoot). Posturing to lure the Japanese in various places, they constantly inflicted casualties on the Japanese in bits and pieces. Suffering over a hundred sporadic attacks within twenty-four hours, with casualties every time, the Sendai Division Commander was thoroughly enraged. The Chinese army opposite them could only be described as shameless. The battlefield was no longer a place to display military might, but had turned into a true Asura field, a slaughterhouse.

Facing the enemy's harassment, the Japanese army sent several companies and even battalions into the mountains to clear them out the next day. Before setting out, the Division Commander warned the troops that this battle was for the purpose of eliminating the enemy harassment units in the surrounding area. However, by the afternoon, the sound of gunfire and artillery in the mountains was intense. The Japanese had to send another battalion to provide support. By nightfall, there was no news from either the Japanese vanguard or the reinforcements. It wasn't until dawn the next day that wounded soldiers crawled back. Two battalions had been ambushed in the mountains one after another and completely wiped out.

After daybreak, not only did the Japanese wounded return, but the Chinese army's harassment units also returned. The Japanese had also set up many sentry posts on the hilltops near the landing zone, and these sentry posts were pulled out one by one by the Chinese army. Almost every minute, Japanese soldiers were losing their lives; every minute, the sound of gunfire never ceased.

The Commander of the Sendai Division discovered a terrifying fact: if he wanted to lead his troops to the Liuting area of Qingdao as planned, he would have to endure fierce attacks from the roadside during the march. If he wanted to clear out the Chinese troops in the Laoshan area before advancing on Qingdao, the entire strength of the Sendai Division was simply insufficient to control this unfamiliar mountainous area. On the contrary, the Chinese army, as the local power, could fight or retreat, sticking to the Japanese army like sticky candy. Thinking of the terrible situation they faced, the Sendai Division Commander was indecisive and simply couldn't come up with any solution.

Not expanding the defense line meant being passively beaten. Expanding the defense line meant the Japanese outposts would be beaten. Attacking with battalion-strength forces resulted in the two battalions being annihilated. The Japanese Sendai Division was a Class A division, also known as a draft-horse division, commanding 2 brigades (each brigade with 2 infantry regiments), and one regiment each of engineers, cavalry, artillery, and transport, totaling 8 regiments. Plus the division headquarters and the non-combat personnel of the two brigade headquarters, the entire division had a strength of 28,200 men. Although the number was large, scattering these nearly thirty thousand men throughout the Laoshan mountains amounted to nothing. The coastline of Laoshan alone was 87 kilometers long; thirty thousand men holding hands wouldn't even be that long. If the Japanese divided their forces, with one part advancing towards the Liuting area of Qingdao, the Chinese army in the mountains would certainly give up attacking the Japanese army and switch to cutting off the Japanese transport lines. At that time, the Japanese troops at the front would be advancing alone... The war games in the division headquarters made all the commanders of the Sendai Division shudder.

In the Qingdao Fortress Command Post, less than 80 *li* in a straight line from the Japanese at Yangkou, Qingdao, Pu Guanshui had already received the latest combat report. Although the Japanese had landed three days ago, under the fierce blows of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, neither of the two Japanese divisions had been able to advance smoothly. Japanese prisoners had revealed the unit numbers and strength of the two divisions. According to the latest news obtained by the People's Party intelligence system, the Japanese had dispatched nearly 80,000 army and navy troops to attack Qingdao this time. The Qingdao Military Sub-district currently had four divisions and other troops, totaling nearly 120,000 men. Judging by the current battle situation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was in a favorable position.

Even in the Qingdao area, the Qingdao Fortress was gradually regaining the advantage in artillery duels. The German troops captured in the Qingdao Fortress last time had joined the Qingdao Fortress defense troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the encouragement of the "United Front." Only now did Pu Guanshui realize that these Germans hadn't told much of the truth after being captured. Including the organization of artillery positions and firing charts, the Germans had held back a move or even several moves. Only knowing that the Japanese facing them had now joined the Allied Powers and officially become Germany's enemy did these Germans contribute all their knowledge and strength. Pu Guanshui knew about the "United Front" and had received relevant political training. This was the first time Pu Guanshui understood that a common enemy and grasping the principal contradiction were the most important driving forces in a united front.

With the help of the Qingdao Fortress builders, the effectiveness of the artillery duels in the last two days had improved significantly. When the Japanese attempted to land, three destroyers were sunk, one cruiser was heavily damaged and nearly sank while billowing thick smoke, and one battleship took three hits. More than a dozen small boats implementing the landing were also sunk. Plus, the Japanese navy's small-scale frontal landing battle failed completely, with the landing Japanese troops being completely wiped out. By September 26, 1914, the fourth day after the Japanese launched their attack on September 22, 1914, the Japanese navy temporarily ceased its attacks, and all fleets in front of Qingdao withdrew to the outer seas.

Pu Guanshui immediately sent a telegram to the Shandong Military Region, reporting the current situation. That same night, Pu Guanshui received a reply. "Comrade Pu Guanshui, the Army expresses great gratification at the combat results achieved by the comrades of the Qingdao Military Sub-district through bloody fighting. After the Japanese offensive was frustrated, there will definitely be adjustments. With their current strength, they cannot complete the operational concept of landing on two wings to encircle Qingdao. Therefore, in addition to preventing the Japanese from jumping over the wall in desperation and forcibly implementing this operational concept regardless of everything, we must also consider another possibility: that the Japanese will expand their troop commitment and even expand the scale of the war. If it is the latter, the Qingdao Military Sub-district will face an even more severe situation. The Shandong Military Region, including the Military Commission, is making preparations. We hope the Qingdao Military Sub-district can stick to defending our national soil and absolutely never let the invaders step onto Chinese land. Finally, we pay high tribute to the comrades of the Qingdao Military Sub-district who are fighting continuously."

After reading the telegram, Pu Guanshui felt somewhat surprised. Both the Chinese and Japanese sides had committed 200,000 soldiers to the war. This was already a war of unprecedented scale in East Asia and even Asia in decades. "Could this battle expand even further?" Pu Guanshui had absolutely no certainty about this.
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Chapter 43: Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 4)

On September 27, 1914, the Japanese Minister requested a meeting with Beiyang Foreign Minister Tang Shaoyi. During the meeting, the Japanese Minister presented a demand that shocked Tang Shaoyi: "With the consent of President Yuan Shikai, the Empire of Japan is dispatching troops to attack Qingdao, which is occupied by the People's Party. Due to the need to deploy more troops to the Qingdao front, the Empire of Japan requests that the Beiyang government temporarily lease Yantai to Japan as a logistics base to assist the Japanese army in its attack on Qingdao."

Tang Shaoyi was a diplomat after all, so he didn't immediately burst into profanities. Firstly, Tang Shaoyi wasn't good at cursing and rarely used foul language. Secondly, the Japanese side's statement "With the consent of President Yuan Shikai, the Empire of Japan is dispatching troops to attack Qingdao, which is occupied by the People's Party" implied that Yuan Shikai had secretly reached some agreement with the Japanese.

On the day the Japanese army attacked Qingdao, the People's Party had telegraphed the whole nation: "In order to defend China's sacred territory, the People's Party has engaged in fierce battle with the Japanese invaders in Qingdao."

This was the second time Chinese troops had engaged in war with foreign troops in Qingdao. Surprisingly, public opinion across the country was not initially impassioned. The People's Party was currently the public enemy of the entire Chinese ruling class. China had lost every war against foreign powers; having lost thirty-six times, one more defeat by the People's Party wouldn't matter. Given the People's Party's political stance, if they were to win, their prestige would soar, and the doomsday for the old rulers would arrive. Although they couldn't openly voice support for Japan, officials of the Beiyang government secretly hoped that Japan and the People's Party would perish together in Qingdao, allowing Beiyang to pick up the spoils of victory.

Under this mindset, Tang Shaoyi actually didn't believe that Yuan Shikai had reached any secret agreement with the Japanese. To say that Yuan Shikai was completely unaware of Japan's dispatch of troops to Qingdao would be underestimating Tang Shaoyi's intelligence. However, Tang Shaoyi absolutely did not believe that Yuan Shikai would sign any written secret agreement with Japan. But now, with the Japanese Minister speaking to Tang Shaoyi face-to-face so self-righteously using this agreement, Tang Shaoyi was indeed a bit bluffed.

After finally sending away the Japanese Minister, Tang Shaoyi immediately went to see Yuan Shikai. Just as Tang Shaoyi had expected, upon hearing the Japanese Minister's demands, Yuan Shikai trembled with rage, repeatedly saying, "Wolf's ambition! Wolf's ambition!" but offered no further explanation.

Tang Shaoyi could already guess about eighty to ninety percent of the situation. he sighed secretly in his heart but couldn't say anything more. Yuan Shikai didn't insist that Tang Shaoyi come up with a plan. After his emotions had calmed down slightly, Yuan Shikai ordered Tang Shaoyi not to make any concessions diplomatically and absolutely not to agree to Japan occupying Yantai. After receiving this order and seeing that Yuan Shikai had no other instructions, Tang Shaoyi hurriedly took his leave on the pretext of attending to the matter immediately. On the way back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly in his heart; this wasn't just Japan having a wolf's ambition, this was Yuan Shikai truly inviting a wolf into the house.

Based on Yuan Shikai's performance, Tang Shaoyi could be certain that Yuan Shikai definitely knew about Japan's military action to attack Qingdao, and had even tacitly approved it. Now it seemed that what Japan sought was far more than just Qingdao; they had long coveted Shandong. Taking advantage of this attack on Qingdao, Japan pushed the envelope with more demands. Japan put it very nicely, "temporarily lease Yantai." Tang Shaoyi believed that if the "lease of Yantai" succeeded, Japan would definitely not keep it temporary. They would think of ways to turn the lease into a permanent one. Yuan Shikai absolutely could not admit to it now, so what would happen later? Would Japan invade Yantai?

Unable to judge the future development of the situation, upon arriving at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi summoned his son-in-law, Gu Weijun, to discuss the matter. Gu Weijun had already received the news. When Tang Shaoyi asked him, Gu Weijun immediately said, "Father-in-law, the key to this matter is the British. If the British hadn't nodded, Japan wouldn't have made a request to Beiyang to attack Qingdao."

This remark went straight to the heart of the problem, and Tang Shaoyi felt a sudden clarity. As a diplomat, Tang Shaoyi was quite cultivated; he didn't immediately interrupt Gu Weijun's speech but let him continue.

"There must be an expert in diplomacy within the People's Party," Gu Weijun pulled the topic a bit further. "Among the various powers in East Asia right now, there is Britain leading France and Japan, and the United States, which has always wanted to intervene in China. The People's Party knew they couldn't get full support from Britain, so they simply maintained the situation with Britain while going all out to rope in the United States. Americans are pragmatic and utilitarian; if the People's Party can't protect itself, they wouldn't pull chestnuts out of the fire for the People's Party. Therefore, regarding the People's Party's recent actions, I see that seizing territory is certainly a goal, but proving themselves to the United States is also a priority. Now that war has broken out in Europe, Britain, France, and Russia are fully committed to Europe and have no time to pay attention to Chinese affairs. The United States, on the other hand, hasn't entered the war and still has the capacity to collude with the People's Party. So in the current situation, the People's Party hasn't lost external support at all. This must be the guidance of a diplomatic expert within the People's Party." Gu Weijun analyzed the situation for his father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi.

Tang Shaoyi nodded repeatedly. After Gu Weijun's analysis, all the problems instantly became clearer.

Gu Weijun continued, "The United States has always advocated the Open Door Policy in China and has long wanted to stick a hand into the Far East. The People's Party expelling foreign powers causes no loss to the Americans. Even that small loss can be easily made up by the expansion of trade. But Britain's loss is huge. Britain agreed to Japan sending troops in order to balance the Asian situation. But what benefit is there for Japan in just taking Qingdao? The People's Party only has two seaports, Qingdao and Lianyungang. Their real industrial centers and grain production areas are all inland. Given Japan's national strength, they are powerless to fight into the People's Party's territory. Moreover, Japan's interests are in the Northeast, and they have always coveted Shandong. But these places are in our Beiyang's hands. Even if Japan conquers Qingdao and Lianyungang, these two places will surely be ruined by the flames of war. Even if everything remains intact and Japan completely empties these two places, it won't be enough to cover their military expenses. Therefore, Japan must obtain interests in China."

Tang Shaoyi naturally wouldn't ask a foolish question like "Then why not discuss interests after the war?" Beiyang had clearly intended to let Japan pull chestnuts out of the fire. Even if Japan occupied Qingdao, it would be no loss to Beiyang.

"If we want to resolve this dispute diplomatically, should we ask Britain to coordinate?" Tang Shaoyi asked.

Gu Weijun remained silent. Tang Shaoyi knew at a glance that Gu Weijun had some things that were hard to say or inconvenient to say. He encouraged, "Shao Chuan, at this point, there is no need for any hesitation. If you have any thoughts, speak your mind."

"Father-in-law," Gu Weijun still hesitated a bit, "For military matters like this, if you can't get it on the battlefield, you can't get it at the negotiating table. I believe that if we want to find the British to mediate now, we precisely cannot go directly to the British. We must publicly and formally reject Japan's demands. Not only that, if Japan sends troops to attack territories belonging to our Beiyang, we must fight them. If we cannot prove that our Beiyang has the ability to fight Japan, the British, who already have an alliance with Japan, will absolutely not go to war with Japan to recover lost territory for Beiyang. Even if the British force Japan to withdraw, Japan will certainly demand that we Beiyang pay a ransom. Why should we pay money to get back our own land? Moreover, if we do that, how could the British and Japanese respect us? After the People's Party fought the Germans, they were able to occupy Qingdao. Did the British ever send troops to take back Qingdao for us? If the People's Party hadn't publicly declared they would expel British influence, the British wouldn't have agreed to Japan attacking Qingdao. Not to mention that even if the Americans lost some interests in China, they would still support the People's Party. With such a living example right in front of us, why doesn't our Beiyang learn from it? Why insist on learning from the Manchu Qing?"

Tang Shaoyi fell silent. He now fully understood why Gu Weijun had reservations earlier. Foreign war was not something the Ministry of Foreign Affairs could decide. Furthermore, Beiyang currently vehemently opposed everything the People's Party did. If it weren't for the fact that it was truly indefensible, Beiyang would hate that they couldn't say shit tasted good just because the People's Party didn't eat it. If Tang Shaoyi were to suggest now that Beiyang learn from the People's Party's foreign policy, even if officials within Beiyang admitted in their hearts that Tang Shaoyi made sense, someone would definitely come out to attack him. Not to mention that many people within Beiyang didn't want to fight foreigners at all.

After a long silence, Tang Shaoyi replied helplessly, "If there is an opportunity, I will mention this matter to the President."

Gu Weijun didn't pressure his father-in-law. He was already very clear about some of the practices within Beiyang. These major political and military affairs determined Beiyang's long-term future strategy. In fact, without anyone directly objecting, Gu Weijun could imagine what the opponents would say. "If we fall out with Japan now, what will we do in the future?" "Since Britain and Japan have an alliance, the British won't stand on Beiyang's side."

These words seemed reasonable, and these worries were not entirely groundless. But the People's Party never cared about these problems in their actions. Conversely, precisely because the People's Party proved with their own strength that they weren't afraid of Japan and Britain at all, Britain and Japan actually refrained from acting directly until the People's Party turned completely hostile.

Gu Weijun couldn't help but sigh slightly. Comparing Beiyang with the People's Party now, many people didn't think highly of the People's Party. But just eight years ago, when the People's Party was a small force in Fengtai County, Anhui, the Beiyang clique was already a massive military-political group that practically led the imperial court. At that time, the vast majority of people in the world had never even heard of the People's Party's name. At that time, who would have thought that a few young bandits could actually create the situation before them? Apart from anything else, simply in terms of courage, perseverance, and unwavering determination, those in Beiyang couldn't compare with the People's Party at all.

In 1914, Gu Weijun was still a 26-year-old young man, far from the old age where one could only sigh helplessly. And Gu Weijun had already couldn't help but sigh once just now, but thinking of this, he let out another almost inaudible sigh.

The next day, Japan did not continue to press. Beiyang's spies began attempting to inquire about the battle situation in Qingdao. Unlike the last time the People's Party attacked Qingdao, this time the People's Party had tightly blockaded the war zone. Beiyang's spies couldn't enter the war zone smoothly at all. Aside from knowing that the Japanese attack had made no progress, there was no further detailed news.

Tang Shaoyi soon met Yuan Shikai again. He was just about to present Gu Weijun's views to Yuan Shikai when he heard Yuan Shikai say, "The Japanese side has changed their request. They want to use Rizhao as a temporary transit point. On this matter, the British are more supportive of the Japanese. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs must negotiate well with Japan this time; we absolutely cannot let them occupy Rizhao and refuse to leave."

These days, Tang Shaoyi loved looking at maps more and more. Yantai was near Weihai and had nothing to do with attacking Qingdao. But Rizhao was completely different. Rizhao was south of Qingdao and north of Lianyungang. Besides having a port, Rizhao's location could not only cut off the connection between the People's Party's base area and Qingdao but also threaten Linyi, which was already under People's Party control. At least on the map, if they could conquer Linyi, the Japanese army could press straight towards Zaozhuang, one of the People's Party's steel bases. Zaozhuang had a railway leading directly to Xuzhou. The Japanese army could even threaten Xuzhou. Xuzhou was currently the People's Party's most important industrial center and grain center in the east.

The British might not agree to Japan occupying Yantai, but they could accept Japan's temporary use of Rizhao. Given the current strategic situation, Rizhao posed a greater threat to the People's Party. It could also fully utilize the power of the Japanese navy.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi silent, Yuan Shikai asked, "Shao Chuan, do you have any thoughts?"

Tang Shaoyi pondered for a while and finally made up his mind. He revealed his son-in-law Gu Weijun's arguments to Yuan Shikai in their entirety. Yuan Shikai listened with a deep frown. Especially when hearing Tang Shaoyi mention that Beiyang absolutely could not make the slightest concession to Japan outside of Qingdao, and if Japan were to use force, Beiyang should not hesitate to go to war with Japan rather than show weakness, Yuan Shikai's frown deepened.

This was already a strategy concerning political warfare, and a line of thinking that drastically changed Beiyang's established strategy. Yuan Shikai could not accept it easily. "Shao Chuan, with the current situation, we absolutely cannot fall out with Britain and Japan."

Tang Shaoyi knew Yuan Shikai would say this. Hearing that it was indeed so, he stopped speaking. But Tang Shaoyi didn't expect Yuan Shikai to suddenly ask, "Shao Chuan, who told you this idea?"

Tang Shaoyi became alert. He didn't know what Yuan Shikai meant by saying this. Was he planning to harm the person who came up with the idea? Or did he feel there was a major problem with Tang Shaoyi's suggestion?

"President, these are just some of my own thoughts. There are imperfections," Tang Shaoyi hurriedly equivocated.

Yuan Shikai didn't intend to get to the bottom of it either. He told Tang Shaoyi to continue with his work and let him go.

Not long after leaving, just as Tang Shaoyi was about to get into his carriage, he heard someone calling him from behind. Turning his head, he saw it was Wang Shizhen, who had been listening from the side earlier. Wang Shizhen said, "Lord Tang, I have something to discuss with you. Can we ride together?"

Tang Shaoyi naturally dared not refuse. Full of doubts, he got into Tang Shaoyi's carriage with Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen said, "Lord Tang, I am very much in favor of what you said just now about absolutely not showing weakness to Japan. However, going to war with Japan just out of a moment of impulse is not feasible. Lord Tang has never been a radical person. Proposing such an idea now, I presume there are some things you haven't explained fully. Please explain in more detail, Lord Tang."

These ideas weren't Tang Shaoyi's to begin with. Being asked by Wang Shizhen like this, Tang Shaoyi couldn't answer immediately.

What kind of person was Wang Shizhen? Seeing Tang Shaoyi's expression, he guessed the general situation. He smiled and said, "Lord Tang, it seems the President wasn't wrong. Indeed, someone suggested these ideas to you. The person who can propose this idea is truly a hero of the time. I wonder if you can introduce him, Lord Tang?"

Tang Shaoyi knew that although Wang Shizhen was Yuan Shikai's confidant, he was not a sinister villain. Nor did he like engaging in conspiracies and schemes. Since Wang Shizhen proposed meeting the person who came up with this line of thinking, presumably he wasn't intentionally causing trouble behind his back. He thought for a moment and finally replied, "Since Lord Wang has this wish, then why not ride with me?"

The two arrived outside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Tang Shaoyi sent someone to call Gu Weijun, and the three of them rode together towards the Fragrant Hills of Beijing as if going on an autumn excursion.

Gu Weijun never expected his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi to actually introduce him to Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang. Wang Shizhen had extremely high prestige among the Beiyang generals. Whether he advocated for war or peace could determine Yuan Shikai's opinion to a large extent. If he could convince Wang Shizhen, it was highly likely he could convince Yuan Shikai.

Wang Shizhen quickly asked for Gu Weijun's views. Gu Weijun spoke frankly, "Lord Wang, the situation in China right now is essentially that Britain and the People's Party are going to fight, but the war in Europe is urgent, and the British are unable to cope. Therefore, whether to support Beiyang or support Japan is the key right now."

Gu Weijun was a young man after all, and he dared to speak bluntly. Hearing Gu Weijun speak so straightforwardly, Wang Shizhen also nodded slightly.

"The People's Party is old and cunning. Since they dare to expel British influence in the Yangtze River Valley and claim to recover all of China's sovereignty, it's impossible for them not to see the current situation. Therefore, when the People's Party fought our Beiyang in northern Henan a few months ago, seizing territory was certainly one goal, but another goal was to make the British think that we cannot fight, that we cannot defeat the People's Party. They wanted Britain to lose confidence in our Beiyang. Because our Beiyang failed, the British released the Japanese."

Wang Shizhen looked grave. Coupled with his constant high position and command over the military, an invisible majesty and pressure made it difficult for Gu Weijun to continue. Moreover, Gu Weijun didn't know if Wang Shizhen could understand the connections within this, so he cooperated by remaining silent for a while.

After a while, Wang Shizhen spoke. He said only two words, "Go on."

"The Japanese are valued by the British only because the Japanese can fight. They defeated the Manchu Qing in the First Sino-Japanese War and Russia in the Russo-Japanese War. If we stay out of it now, and Japan loses to the People's Party, they will suffer great economic losses and will definitely want to take back some benefits from our Beiyang. If they win against the People's Party, Britain will indulge Japan even more. Therefore, the plan for now is that we might as well oppose Japan tit-for-tat. If Japan loses to the People's Party, we can win against Japan. If Britain wants to deal with the People's Party, they can only rely on our Beiyang. Even if we lose to Japan, Japan also lost to the People's Party. In order to mediate the conflict, Britain cannot favor Japan blindly."

Speaking of this, Gu Weijun became a bit agitated, "Lord Wang, the People's Party single-handedly challenges Britain and Japan, and even they are not afraid. We, Beiyang, are currently timid and overcautious; the outcome will certainly not be good. The British are the most fickle. If Japan is defeated disastrously, and the British feel our Beiyang is incapable, while they themselves are bogged down in the European war... Even if the People's Party provokes Britain like this, Britain hasn't transferred troops from Europe to strike the People's Party. If the situation looks bad, and the People's Party relaxes their conditions slightly, I'm afraid the British would hold their noses and recognize the People's Party's regime. At that time, Beiyang will be united in wanting British support, but if abandoned by the British... then even without the People's Party lifting a finger, I'm afraid our Beiyang will fall apart on its own. Lord Wang, this matter must be guarded against."

Wang Shizhen's face was already as dark as water. He was silent for a long time before suddenly asking Gu Weijun, "Shao Chuan, if I asked you to present this matter to the President, are you ready?"

Gu Weijun's eyes lit up, "This junior is ready to present it to the President at any time."

"Good!" Wang Shizhen replied with satisfaction.

Seeing such a dialogue, Tang Shaoyi, who was next to them, couldn't help but reveal a look of unease and worry.
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Chapter 44 Qingdao Defense Battle (Part 5)

"Taking advantage of this war to liberate Shandong, even if we can't liberate all of it, we must expand the Shandong base area as much as possible." Chen Ke put forward his views at the meeting held in Zhengzhou.

The comrades in the Central Committee had no objection to this. Zhang Yu, upholding his consistent style, asked first, "Will it trigger fierce opposition from the Beiyang government? It is not yet time for a full-scale civil war."

"Leave the cities to Beiyang; we only want the countryside." Chai Qingguo voiced the opinion of most comrades, which caused a burst of laughter.

"We can't leave the cities in Shandong to Beiyang either. Shandong is a good place. There is iron ore in Zhangdian, Zibo," Chen Ke replied. Zhangdian had left an extremely deep impression on Chen Ke; it was the place of a serious failure in his life. When he was only a step away from victory, Chen Ke had fallen before dawn. And that failed experience of providing liquid air separation equipment to the steel plant allowed Chen Ke to learn a lot of concepts about high-pressure pipelines, air separation, welding, and welder training. These concepts had been practiced and applied in the construction of many steel plants in the base areas.

No one in the Central Committee questioned Chen Ke. If Chen Ke said there was iron ore in Zhangdian, everyone firmly believed there was iron ore in Zhangdian. If Chen Ke said there was a gold mine in Zhangdian, the comrades would also follow Chen Ke to mine gold with full confidence. Moreover, after experiencing the industrialization era for a few years and being influenced by some guys with a background in chemistry like Chen Ke, the comrades had a common attitude towards precious metals. For ordinary life, steel was far more useful than gold.

Chai Qingguo laughed with satisfaction, "Our Shandong just has a lot of good stuff."

"Shandong is indeed very good for engaging in industry, and agriculture is also very good. Plant more trees. After the greening is done, Shandong can also plant mulberries and raise silkworms on a large scale. Northern Shandong can raise tussah silkworms," Chen Ke added.

So under the guidance of these two people, the original war meeting turned into a construction planning meeting. This was also a "topic-straying tradition" of the People's Party. Everyone believed that war and construction were originally one entity. While relying on the army to solve a crowd of reactionaries, the army must also engage in construction together with the people.

Land reform and land planning, basic water conservancy construction launched together, breeding industry and textile industry combined with women's liberation, compulsory education and a medical system dominated by barefoot doctors developed together with grassroots organization construction. Urbanization and townification combined with railways, highways, and logistics. These were all the crystals of the People's Party's massive work practice over the past few years.

These seemingly complete constructions also involved the establishment of combat troops, engineering corps, railway corps, local construction corps, teachers, government personnel, scientific and technological workers, and political propaganda personnel. And so on and so forth, a whole series of contents.

Most importantly, there was also the establishment and revision of a corresponding series of evaluation systems.

Previously, Chen Ke had to shoulder these alone. By 1914, a large number of comrades had taken up these work contents. While the organization of the People's Party expanded rapidly, its efficiency improved even more rapidly.

The discussion did not expand infinitely. Once the extent of construction to be carried out in the short term was determined, the scope of the struggle against the enemy also had a basic line of thought. This basic line of thought was no different from the consistent line of the People's Party: "Liberate Shandong, build Shandong, stabilize Shandong."

"The Japanese aggressors must be eliminated and driven out of the base area. If the Beiyang government carries out acts of selling out the country, we must eliminate these traitors, collaborators, and national scum. Comrades, by now, you already know that overthrowing Beiyang is not too difficult; building China is the most difficult, and the people's revolution is the most difficult. There are surely comrades who think that we go into the vast various places of China, painstakingly carrying out land reform, education, and construction village by village. Compared with this labor, wouldn't the revolution be successful if we directly defeated and killed these enemies of Beiyang? I want to emphasize once again, the purpose of the people's revolution, the communist revolution, is to let everyone obtain freedom and liberation. Not only liberation from the oppressors and exploiters but also obtaining true self-liberation. Therefore, going to the grassroots, going to the people, promoting the people to obtain a better life, and letting the people truly understand this world, this is the simplest and fastest method. The end of this road is still far away, but the road is tortuous, and the future is bright!"

After Chen Ke finished speaking, the comrades of the Central Committee just nodded with understanding or smiled bitterly. Everyone had worked hard from the grassroots level, and in front of everyone, there was Chen Ke, the "guide," constantly revealing the true face of the world to the comrades. Thinking of the difficulties and hardships to be faced, no one would feel relaxed and happy.

"Then everyone starts to compile the personnel entering Shandong. At the same time, tell the comrades on the front line to strike the Japanese army fiercely. Defensive operations. Our reinforcements will start to set off immediately." Chen Ke issued the order.

In fact, without Chen Ke's order, the fighting near Qingdao showed no sign of stopping. The Japanese army that landed at Yangkou in Laoshan was suffering terrible harassment every day. If they were still fighting bloody battles for the first two days, from the third night onwards, the People's Party's strategy underwent tremendous changes. Almost every night, huge fireworks would rise into the sky, and along with the fireworks, there were various disturbing measures.

The People's Party used reconnaissance planes to monitor the Japanese army's movements during the day. At night, the Air Force was used to drop specially made bombs on the Japanese camp. These bombs had limited lethality, but the explosion sound was extremely loud. The Japanese army initially didn't figure out where these bombs came from, but the huge explosion sound once every one or two hours at night made it difficult for the Japanese army to sleep peacefully.

If they didn't sleep well at night, naturally many problems would occur in the fighting during the day. At least when the Japanese army groped towards Laoshan from the nearby high ground at night, expecting to take the lead in forming a new ambush position, the People's Party was quite guarded against this, and battles between small units occurred frequently. In such engagements, the Japanese army could hardly gain an advantage.

Whenever the Sendai Division at Yangkou in Laoshan made up its mind to attack towards Qingdao with the whole army, the harassment operations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made the Sendai Division commander unable to make up his mind to implement military actions that disregarded the route of retreat. According to the news they received, a large number of troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were stationed in the north of Qingdao. They were neither fully deployed into the Qingdao Fortress nor did they enter the range of naval guns. This unit just waited there quietly. And if the Sendai Division advanced regardless of everything, that would be a precise description of the four words "walking right into a trap." As a last resort, the Sendai Division had to endure the continuous harassment and engage in endless small-scale exchanges of fire with the People's Party every day.

Compared with such pain of the Sendai Division, the Kyushu Division appeared much more straightforward. The Kyushu Division was composed of miners and had a more unswerving and indomitable temperament. Even solid mineral veins could be dug open, so there was no reason to fear the enemy.

When this unit fought with the harassment units of the People's Party, they were more calm in the face of changes and more steady. This also had something to do with the relatively flat terrain. The commander of the Kyushu Division was not a reckless person. He submitted an application to the Allied Command asking whether to execute according to the original plan. Before the reply arrived, the order urging him to attack had already arrived. After all, the Kyushu Division had stopped at the landing position in Longkou for two days. During these two days, the Kyushu Division did not encounter any enemies nor did any fighting occur.

Disobeying military orders was a very severe crime. Waiting for two days had reached the limit of the Kyushu Division commander's waiting ability. Harboring extreme unwillingness, the division commander ordered the troops to start setting off according to the original plan. The two brigades began to move south divided into front and rear groups. The Japanese troops who suffered severe blows immediately after landing were responsible for staying behind to guard the beachhead position on the shore.

Starting from September 26th, the Kyushu Division on the journey was not subjected to any harassment along the way, and the troops marched in an orderly manner. By September 28th, the second half of the Japanese army had marched to the area between Pingdu and Yexian.

After studying the war situation, Pu Guanshui, commander of the Qingdao Military Sub-district, sent a division of troops to meet the Japanese army landing in Longkou. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had two divisions with 40,000 men. The opposing Kyushu Division, because part of its personnel remained in Japan, part was injured, and part was guarding the landing area, had a real strength of only 18,000 men in the two brigades. The frontline command of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formulated an operational plan to surround and annihilate the Kyushu Division.

"After these few days of fighting, we have determined that the tactical level of the Japanese army is still at the level of the Russo-Japanese War. Charges are based on squads. The combat efficiency is far lower than our army. Should we consider adopting the large encirclement mode?"

The so-called large encirclement refers to a continuous encirclement circle. The art of war says, "Therefore, the method of using troops is: if ten times the enemy, surround them; if five times, attack them; if double, engage them; if equal, be able to divide them; if fewer, be able to escape them; if not as good, be able to avoid them. Therefore, the obstinacy of a small enemy is the capture of a large enemy."

The military academy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has a special translation for this. The principle applied in actual combat is: if our forces are ten times the enemy's, implement encirclement and annihilation; if five times the enemy's, implement an attack; if two times the enemy's, strive to defeat the enemy forces; if forces are equal, try to disperse and defeat them one by one. If forces are weaker than the enemy, avoid combat. Therefore, if the weak and small side fights to the death and sticks to defense, it will become the captive of the powerful enemy.

Immediately, a comrade raised an opinion, "The disparity in strength between the two sides is limited. We only have twice the enemy's strength. If we implement a battle of encirclement and annihilation, we have to let the troops in Qingdao and even Yangkou join in. Moreover, the Japanese army attacking in two routes has actually committed the mistake of dividing their forces. If forces are equal, try to disperse and defeat them one by one. In the current situation, the troops in Yangkou don't need to leave a whole division at all; leaving just one regiment can contain the enemy. Even if the enemy is not contained, the two regiments in Qingdao currently can also hold. As long as we annihilate the Longkou route of the Japanese army with four times the strength, and then we turn our troops back to Qingdao, if the enemy is not scared away, they will also be annihilated."

"That's right, lure the enemy deep and fight a battle of annihilation with superior forces." There were many comrades who agreed with this view.

The two division commanders of the frontline command also fully agreed, "Then let's send a telegram to Commander Pu."

Pu Guanshui took less than thirty minutes to reply. "The comrades' suggestion is very good. I have ordered the troops in Qingdao and Yangkou to set off towards you. I personally will stay in Qingdao to command the battle. The front line will establish a frontline command. It is hereby ordered that the frontline command quickly set up a traffic station to receive the rear troops. And be responsible for the implementation of the campaign."

The comrades on the front line were very grateful for Pu Guanshui's hands-off policy, but they dared not throw Pu Guanshui and two regiments in Qingdao. The war situation was unpredictable. Even with four times the strength of the Japanese army, it did not mean an easy victory could be won. In case the Japanese army went crazy, and the Sendai Division raided Qingdao regardless of everything, annihilating the Kyushu Division but losing Qingdao and the Military Sub-district Commander Pu Guanshui, this would not be an ordinary responsibility.

Comrades immediately sent a telegram back, "We still request Commander Pu to personally command the battle."

Pu Guanshui's reply was very simple, "Don't talk nonsense. How you fight, how I go to command is also how to fight. While commanding the battle, I still have to worry about the affairs of the Qingdao Fortress. So I stay at the Qingdao Fortress to command the battle. Could it be that comrades have no confidence in me? Moreover, if I go to your place to command the battle, what mood will the Qingdao comrades have when they don't see me? I believe comrades will definitely win, and please also believe that I will not lose the Qingdao Fortress. The only suggestion is, comrades fight how you should fight. Don't worry, don't worry about Qingdao."

With this telegram from Pu Guanshui, the comrades on the Longkou side also breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone indeed felt reassured that Pu Guanshui could sit in charge of Qingdao. It was also impossible for the comrades to send someone to Qingdao to forcibly tie Pu Guanshui to the Longkou front line.

After the operational objective of the battle of annihilation was determined, all actions were handled completely according to the education received in the military academy. The terrain had long been scouted on the spot. After the rectification movement, at least 'knowing oneself' could be achieved. In terms of 'knowing the enemy', the Japanese firepower configuration had been determined through intelligence and Japanese prisoners of war. Using "Chen Ke's Dynamic Combat Equation," which is the Lanchester's laws plagiarized by Chen Ke, the results of several deductions were all that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could win a great victory.

However, the comrades of the frontline command were not satisfied. Countless events proved that after the victory of the battle, "Chen Ke's Dynamic Combat Equation" could indeed be used to explain the battle, but the unknown enemy situation before the battle often caused the speculated results to have great deviations. This did not only refer to underestimating the enemy; the result of overestimating the enemy would also cause a great waste of combat power. The deeper the understanding of war, the more comrades discovered that this world is one where perfection cannot be pursued. The battlefield is more practical than anywhere else. If one cannot pour attention into the present second, not responding to the immediate problems at any time, but pursuing ethereal perfection and victory, not only will these laughable goals not be achieved, but a tragic price of life will certainly be paid.

The plan of the large encirclement battle was modified into a dynamic encirclement battle, after all, nearly half of the troops were still on the way. Comprehensive defense was cut down to key defense. The enemy was absolutely not allowed to break out. After the troop deployment was completed according to the development of the war situation at that time, the final battle of annihilation would begin to be implemented.

Dozens or hundreds of abacuses clattered loudly in the calculation section. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not have the rich experience of the People's Liberation Army, so it could only rely on more meticulous calculation and scientific systems to induce and summarize. In contrast, as the enemy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Kyushu Division was in the midst of a tenacious continued march.

Naturally, it was impossible for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let the Kyushu Division move so easily. Various harassment units began to set out. Striving to hinder the movement of the Kyushu Division, and at the same time collect various intelligence on the Kyushu Division.

The division commander of the Kyushu Division felt a burst of annoyance in his heart when he saw the reconnaissance planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army flying in the sky. In the landing battle a few days ago, several reconnaissance planes took off from the Japanese aircraft carrier, and without exception, they were all shot down by the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the army's reconnaissance balloons were also all shot down, and the members on the balloons were either dead or injured. When the navy found the commander of the Kyushu Division and made a big noise, the division commander also held a breath of resentment in his heart.

"It would be great if the navy's ships could also carry a large number of combat aircraft sometime," the division commander thought with a summary and pioneering line of thinking. Historically, the time for aircraft to get on warships was far from the 1930s. As early as the beginning of the 20th century, after the invention of the aircraft, various ideas and practices of aircraft on ships appeared. It was just that the overall idea of aircraft carrier operations had also been proposed by people long ago, and only practical work began to mature in the 1930s.

But thinking was just thinking. The division commander himself did not have an overall idea, nor did he have the knowledge to build an aircraft carrier. He could only look at it.

However, the planes in the sky had no intention of retreating after a reconnaissance. Soon, some small black dots broke away from the planes and fell towards the direction where the division commander and the dense cavalry were. The commander of the Kyushu Division didn't understand what was going on for a moment. He was still craning his neck and looking at the sky with binoculars. He only saw the small black dots dropped by the four-plane formation of the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army expanding violently. As the small black dots landed near the division commander where the horses were dense, violent explosions rose one after another. The division commander felt a burning sensation in his chest. Looking down, he saw the tail of a piece of shrapnel exposed outside his military uniform. In the next instant, something heavily hit the division commander's head. In the dizziness, the colors of the whole world quickly disappeared from the vision of the Kyushu Division commander.

It is impossible for the air force to observe the battle results. While carrying out reconnaissance, pulling the handle of the bomb release mechanism, bombing suspicious enemy targets, and bombing dense enemy formations, this is all the work of the air force at present. After they finished bombing, they quickly pulled up the flight altitude. Recently, when the Japanese army saw the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they fired with rifles. This kind of venting shooting by the Japanese army didn't care whether it could hit the target or not. The fire-proof fuel tank designed by Chairman Chen Ke was wrapped with a layer of rubber on the outside of the fuel tank. If hit by a rifle bullet, the rubber would automatically contract to plug the leak, preventing fuel leakage to the greatest extent. However, this thing had two side effects. One was that it greatly increased the self-weight of the aircraft. Secondly, if it was really hit, it was not easy to know. although no plane had been blown up in the air by the Japanese army, aircraft malfunctions and crashes happened many times afterward. Air Force pilots were troops with a fearless tradition, but it didn't mean everyone hoped to look for trouble. After bombing, the planes relied on the opportunity of reduced self-weight to accelerate their climb and headed for the airport.

The death of the commander of the Japanese Kyushu Division and the casualties of most of the division headquarters greatly affected the subsequent battles of the Kyushu Division. The two brigade commanders fought almost on their own. The battle of encirclement and annihilation was implemented extremely smoothly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army thoroughly utilized the advantages of firepower and numbers, and with the help of rocket artillery, annihilated the Japanese Kyushu Division in two days.

It was not until the interrogation of prisoners of war after the battle that the Air Force knew that it had established the great merit of bombing the commander of the Japanese Kyushu Division to death. In the subsequent discussion meeting, Air Force Commander Division Commander Hai Mengqi warned the comrades, "We are just 'beating the rabbit while gathering grass' (doing something in passing/getting a lucky bonus). If we earned it, we earned it. In the future, comrades should not take this credit of bombing the enemy division commander to death to heart and be unable to let go. That is just a burden. This matter is already over, so we must forget it immediately. Why could we have such an achievement? That is because everyone followed the rules and observed carefully. But no matter how carefully one observes, it is impossible to distinguish the position of the enemy division commander. So observation must be careful, detailed enough is fine. 'Beating the rabbit while gathering grass' does not mean letting everyone 'wait by the stump for a rabbit' (wait for a stroke of luck). Going too far is as bad as not doing enough. Not detailed enough or too detailed are both the most inefficient. Finally, I congratulate comrades again on achieving such a record! And I wish comrades greater achievements in advance. Thank you everyone!"

Because the troops suffered heavy losses, Captain Kumamoto Jiro, who was forced to stay at the Longkou landing ground, was blessed by misfortune and did not advance with the division. After the escaped remnants came back to report the news that the entire Kyushu Division was wiped out, Captain Kumamoto Jiro was ordered to go to "receive" the Kyushu Division.

The trembling Kumamoto squadron arrived at the battlefield, which was twenty kilometers long and five kilometers wide. On the battlefield densely covered with bomb craters, blood, some human limbs, and weapon fragments, more than a dozen huge earthen mounds were piled up. In front of the earthen mounds stood simple wooden monuments "Collective Cemetery of the War Dead of the Japanese Sixth Division." Each earthen mound was four or five people high and tens of meters in circumference. Captain Kumamoto sized up the empty battlefield. He couldn't believe that the comrades-in-arms who had laughed and talked with him a few days ago were buried under these large earthen mounds.

Captain Kumamoto ordered people to shovel open a corner of the earthen mound while keeping guard. Before long, he heard the subordinate shoveling the soil scream. Captain Kumamoto walked to the side of the earthen mound. Japanese corpses were exposed under the not-too-thin earthen mound. "Keep digging!" Kumamoto Jiro ordered.

Layers upon layers of Japanese corpses were constantly exposed under the earthen mound. After digging for several meters, the soldiers were already weak in their hands and feet due to fear and sadness, unable to wave their shovels. They sat limply on the ground and cried bitterly. Even those soldiers who did not lose their composure like this looked at everything in front of them dumbfounded. Kumamoto Jiro looked at the Japanese corpses exposed in front of him, stacked in more than a dozen layers. He looked at the other dozen or so large earthen mounds by the roadside with distracted eyes for a good while. He could no longer bear it, holding his head and howling.
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Chapter 45: Selection and Being Selected (Part 1)

Three days after the battle of annihilation against the Japanese forces landing at Longkou ended, the Japanese troops who had landed at Yangkou in Qingdao retreated rapidly. The Japanese fleet besieging Qingdao also withdrew. The frontal engagement of the Defense of Qingdao concluded with over 17,000 deaths or captures in the Japanese Kyushu Division, over a thousand casualties in the Sendai Division, the sinking of four destroyers, damage to four large vessels, and the sinking of over twenty other ships.

However, the Japanese fleet did not turn back home. After boarding their ships, the Japanese Sendai Division turned south and forcibly landed at Rizhao on October 2nd. The People's Party immediately sent a telegram to the whole nation on October 3rd. After announcing the battle results of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in various provinces, they questioned what Beiyang's attitude exactly was. In addition to the telegram, the People's Party immediately demanded major newspapers publish their announcement: "Given the Beiyang government's inability to maintain the situation in Shandong, the People's Party, in order to safeguard China's sovereignty and territorial integrity, will take over the Shandong administration effective immediately."

There was nothing unreasonable about the news that the People's Party wanted to seize Shandong; the provincial authorities had long known the People's Party's characteristic of looting a burning house. But on October 4th, the People's Party demanded a public explanation from the Hunan government: "The Hunan government refused to transmit the telegram when the People's Party sent it, clearly attempting to conceal the news of the Japanese invasion of China. Such conduct compels one to question whether the local government of Hunan might be controlled by traitors."

This news instantly spread across all provinces of China. The People's Party currently controlled Henan, Anhui, Hubei, Jiangxi, Northern Jiangsu, and Shandong. Every province knew that how Hunan explained it was no longer important; the People's Party was about to make a move on Hunan. Swallowing the land of fish and rice that was Hunan, the People's Party's military vanguard would reach directly into Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. Once the People's Party established a firm foothold in Hunan, the annexation of these three provinces would only be a matter of time.

The Hunan government never expected that the People's Party would actually turn its gaze from Shandong, thousands of miles away, directly back to Hunan. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming knew he was slightly in the wrong; he had indeed ordered that the news of the People's Party's great victory in Qingdao not be transmitted back to Hunan for the time being. The governors of the various provinces couldn't be described as very conservative; even the conservatives in this era knew the importance of education. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming believed he had treated these young students well, but these young students would never understand the thoughts of the governors.

"Governor, how should we answer?" the Speaker of the Hunan Assembly asked cautiously. In fact, the Speaker had no need to be so respectful to Cen Chunming. But right now, Cen Chunming was still needed to shoulder the responsibility. According to the People's Party's style, as soon as the People's Party seized Hunan, it would be impossible to allow these current assemblymen to continue in power. So Cen Chunming and the Speaker were in the same boat. In his heart, the Speaker hoped that Cen Chunming could "bravely shoulder the responsibility."

Cen Chunming clearly did not have the awareness to shoulder the responsibility, and what the People's Party was doing was, in a sense, bullying people too much. But Governor Cen Chunming obviously didn't have the determination to fight the People's Party to the end. Instead, he cursed angrily at the culprits in his heart: "If it weren't for these students not knowing the big picture, how could there be today's events?"

If looked at from a purely self-interested perspective, one couldn't say Cen Chunming's thoughts were wrong. The young students were clearly attending school in Hunan, yet they believed in the People's Party's heresy, shouting about the people's revolution all day long. In order to suppress this group of students, Cen Chunming had issued an order the year before last that anyone who promoted the People's Party's heresy during their studies would not be issued a graduation certificate. The situation improved slightly at that time, and the students' nonsense turned from public to underground. But not long after, dozens of expelled students actually ran to Hubei first to seek study opportunities. Then they brought back intelligence on the People's Party.

Things like applying for financial aid for studying and schools providing meals weren't much, but the key was that these students brought back more important intelligence. As long as one studied in junior high school under the People's Party, the People's Party would arrange a job regardless of background or region. This attraction was simply too great. Changsha and Wuhan were not too far apart. Wuhan was now a huge emerging city with a population of several million. Railways, machinery, textiles, shipping—everyone who came back from Wuhan marveled at those emerging industries. Changsha was also a relatively prosperous city, but compared to the new Wuhan, it became a completely insignificant small place.

Under the agitation of this group of students, more than five hundred students ran away from many schools in Hunan. After these ungrateful students ran to Hubei, some ran back to tell their classmates that these rumors were all true. They not only propagandized in Changsha but also ran to their respective hometowns to propagandize. It was said that since last year, tens of thousands of teenagers and youths from all over Hunan who wanted to go to school but couldn't afford it had run to Hubei.

Even the young students who remained in Hunan clamored all day for Hunan to learn from the People's Party's policies. Surprisingly, quite a few of these people were from families of landlords and gentry. Such unfilial children made Cen Chunming feel unworthy on behalf of their parents.

If the news of the People's Party's great victory in Qingdao reached Hunan, heaven knows how these young students would cause a disturbance. Cen Chunming had no choice but to temporarily forbid receiving the People's Party's telegram. But he didn't expect the People's Party to react so quickly and immediately start condemning him. If Hunan wanted to resist the People's Party's attack, it should be reorganizing its army and preparing for war right now. But no one in the entire Hunan believed they could resist the People's Party's army with Hunan's strength alone.

Just as he was speaking, Cen Chunming saw his personal attendant run in with a face full of joy. As soon as he entered the door, he shouted excitedly: "Master, great news! Great news! The Great President has sent a telegram!"

Cen Chunming was Yuan Shikai's political enemy, and later, separated by the People's Party, the two sides had no dealings. Cen Chunming really couldn't imagine what there was to be happy about in Yuan Shikai's telegram. Taking it and looking at it, Cen Chunming was stunned. This telegram was Yuan Shikai's circular telegram: "According to the Outline of National Construction, the country implements a presidential system under a federation of self-governing provinces. Its basic work is to implement local self-government. And the implementation of local self-government must be based on the Constitution of the Republic. Its procedures are orderly and indisputable. However, since the founding of the Republic, the people in the four provinces under the jurisdiction of the People's Party have had almost no right to federal self-government. The People's Party resists the central government in the name of local self-government. This renders the Republican Government unable to complete the mission of national federal self-government... Since the founding of the Republic, the nationals have only focused on the articles of the Provisional Constitution and the form of the polity, resulting in Chen Ke and other rebels stealing the country. They also provide opportunities for imperialists to expand their aggression. The chaos of Hong and Yang is a lesson from the past, yet to this point, no one remembers it, and it is not remembered by the nationals who personally suffered from it. It is truly painful."

This was the first time Yuan Shikai had formally issued a statement targeting the People's Party, and referring to the People's Party as "rebels" really made Cen Chunming burst with joy. Under such circumstances, the People's Party would definitely have to turn around to deal with Yuan Shikai. Regardless of what outcome Yuan Shikai had, at least Hunan was temporarily safe.

Cen Chunming continued reading. After Yuan Shikai fiercely denounced the People's Party's atrocities, the conversation turned to the battle between Japan and the People's Party. "The Chen Ke-ists are dedicated to their so-called land revolution and peasant revolution. Wherever the army goes, the land is barren for a thousand miles, destroying our peaceful rural areas. They have no love for national industry, only instilling the theory of hatred and struggle into society and youth to hinder the progress of production. They also unilaterally terminate treaties with foreign countries and pose as China's liberators. Because Britain and Japan have an alliance, and British interests were damaged, Japan fought the People's Party in accordance with the Anglo-Japanese Alliance treaty. Because they were no match for the People's Party, Japan temporarily entered Yantai to reorganize its army for another battle. Our Republic is not the Qing Dynasty, and naturally does not allow foreign armies to rudely occupy our Chinese territory. Shikai has formally informed Japan to withdraw its troops from Yantai within three days. If they do not withdraw, the Central Government will send troops to expel Japan from Yantai. The People's Party falsely accused the Central Government of treason; the rights and wrongs will be clear in three days. And the People's Party, using the Yantai matter as a pretext, intends to annex Shandong. The Central Government formally informs all provinces that if the People's Party advances into Shandong, the Central Government will certainly launch a punitive expedition against the People's Party. If any province colludes with the People's Party, they will be considered accomplices of the People's Party."

After reading Yuan Shikai's statement, Cen Chunming's heart fell all the way from the peak. Although different from the People's Party's violent style, Yuan Shikai was still forcing the provinces to state their position. Cen Chunming had already been found an excuse by the People's Party once. If he supported Beiyang again right now, it was unknown when the People's Party and the Beiyang Army would go to war, but it wouldn't take long for the People's Party to head straight for Hunan.

"Wait and see," Cen Chunming said to the Speaker of the Hunan Assembly.

The Speaker of the Hunan Assembly also held the same idea. The situation was so unclear at this time that it was not the time to choose a position at all.

The British Legation was currently working hard to judge the current situation. Beiyang's tough stance towards Japan, at least in words, showing a willingness to resort to force to drive Japan out of Rizhao, surprised the Minister. It had to be said that while the Minister felt his expectations were somewhat comical, he couldn't help but feel a shred of expectation for Beiyang.

In the recently concluded Battle of the Marne, the Allied Powers invested more than 1 million troops and suffered losses as high as 250,000. Germany also lost a similar amount of troops. Even with such heavy losses, the war was far from over. The Allied Powers had the ability to fight again, and the Central Powers also had the strength to continue the war. Britain was frightened by such tragic fighting and terrible consumption. Fighting like this, there would simply be no hope of achieving victory in the short term.

Since the situation had entered such a stage, Britain knew it was temporarily unable to pay attention to the situation in the Far East. How to use the chips in hand to control the situation in the Far East so that problems requiring great effort from Britain to clean up later would not occur? All personnel of the British Legation in China wanted to find a feasible thread.

The result of the discussion was that first, a war between China and Japan could not be allowed to break out. Japan had already joined the Allied Powers. If Japan declared war on China, it meant that the Allied Powers would also have to declare war on China. Japan had already proven that it was not the People's Party's opponent. The People's Party's control area was inland. With Japan's navy, it was impossible to break into the Yangtze River and strike directly at the heart of the People's Party. The combat effectiveness of the Japanese army without the cover of naval guns was not favored by Britain at all. The division that was annihilated was a Japanese Type A division. Britain currently had no intention of formally declaring war on the People's Party. This was not just a matter of trouble; the People's Party was currently just a Chinese local power. For Britain to do so would only be degrading itself while raising the People's Party's status.

So Beiyang's tough attitude towards Japan actually gave the British an opportunity. What Japan wanted was to suppress Beiyang. The British already saw it very clearly. In Qingdao, supported by naval guns, Japan was still unable to win. In places where naval guns couldn't reach, Japan was even less of an opponent for the People's Party. So apart from gaining benefits from Beiyang, Japan had no other way. If the whole of China opposed Japan's invasion of China, and Beiyang still made Japan retreat in the face of difficulties militarily, Japan would have to listen to Britain's dispatch again.

This involved another question: how to deal with the People's Party.

The best way would be for Beiyang and Japan to join hands to strike the People's Party, but this had proven to be unrealistic. So did Britain support Japan or Beiyang? For Britain, although they tended to support the victor, they hoped even more that Beiyang could prove itself to be the victor.

"Can the People's Party gain control of China?" the Minister asked Sir Humphrey.

"I sincerely hope they can't," Sir Humphrey replied quite cleverly.

"If the People's Party wins, will they join the Allied Powers and undertake the obligations of an Allied Powers member?" the Minister asked the question he was most concerned about. The British always maintained skillful means; they would absolutely not play all their chess pieces to death. Britain was an island nation, and the continental situation changed in the blink of an eye. If Britain could not consider interests purely and maintain skillful means, it would have been impossible for it to stand tall for hundreds of years.

"The People's Party's recent strategic goal is to unify China. These Chinese people have always lacked a spirit of compromise. It seems that unifying China is a mandate of heaven for them, a destiny, an obligation." Sir Humphrey's voice was full of regret. This attitude of the Chinese made the British, who were accustomed to the chaotic situation in Europe, feel very unaccustomed.

"Hmph!" The Minister also expressed his displeasure.

Despite having been insulted by Chen Ke, Humphrey still replied, "I am not worried that the People's Party will defect to Germany. This is not just about the People's Party seizing Qingdao from Germany. The Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke, is a very rational politician."

The British Minister also deeply agreed with this. Chen Ke's diplomatic skills had a strong flavor of British profit-seeking. For the sake of profit, Chen Ke never cared about face. But in terms of core interests, Chen Ke had never made the slightest concession. Such a person would absolutely not let personal emotions dominate interest considerations.

"Then let's temporarily watch Beiyang's performance," the British Minister said.

If Gu Weijun knew this, he would definitely not be able to resist announcing loudly to everyone in Beiyang, "My judgment was correct!" Unfortunately, he could not do this.

As Gu Weijun's father-in-law Tang Shaoyi expected, Gu Weijun did indeed successfully persuade Wang Shizhen, and then successfully persuaded Yuan Shikai. Then this 26-year-old young man became a public enemy in the eyes of many Beiyang officials. To be able to gain the favor of Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen, and at the same time determine Beiyang's direction on such major policy matters, meant that Gu Weijun had become a new dignitary. Of course, the premise was that Beiyang could defeat Japan. Out of the officials' instinct, their first feeling was envy and jealousy of the 26-year-old Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun soon felt this malice. Yuan Shikai summoned Gu Weijun many times, asking this young man to help him analyze problems and plan some matters. Beiyang officials who originally almost ignored Gu Weijun were now deliberately ignoring him with obvious malice. This ugliness made Gu Weijun very dissatisfied.

The People's Party had already seized southern Shandong, which was on the surface, and the rural areas in other parts of Shandong were also mostly controlled by the People's Party. In many cities other than Jinan, as long as Beiyang had no garrison, the People's Party had actually taken over local affairs.

Two towns of the Beiyang Army were advancing towards Yantai under the command of the newly promoted Commander of the Beiyang 4th Army, Wu Peifu. Once Yuan Shikai made up his mind, his actions were still quite impressive. At least Yuan Shikai knew that if the People's Party acted first to resolve Yantai and annihilated another Japanese division, he would be extremely disadvantaged politically. Because no matter what, Japan was defeated in Qingdao but occupied Yantai. Yuan Shikai could not shirk the responsibility for this loss of territory. The Sendai Division had also suffered losses in Qingdao and was at its weakest right now. If under such circumstances, Beiyang still could not defeat the Japanese army, it would show that Beiyang had absolutely no possibility of winning against Japan.

Wu Peifu was a person strongly recommended by Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui believed that Wu Peifu was resolute and decisive, and could shoulder heavy responsibilities. Yuan Shikai also knew of Wu Peifu, so he entrusted him with this heavy responsibility. To be able to get such an opportunity, Wu Peifu was very grateful for the recognition. Regarding others' ridicule of Wu Peifu, thinking that Wu Peifu had taken on a task close to sending himself to death, Wu Peifu did not care. To be able to represent the Beiyang Army to strike the Japanese army, Wu Peifu also had a sense of pride as a national hero. The 4th Army had two towns of new armies under its jurisdiction. They were all personally trained by Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu was extremely strict in training troops on weekdays and had great confidence in his troops.

When the Beiyang 4th Army arrived near Yantai, scouts reported that no signs of the People's Party's actions were found in the surroundings. Wu Peifu's last worry finally disappeared. On a dirt slope, Wu Peifu's personal soldiers had already set up a large electric loudspeaker bought from the People's Party. Wu Peifu held the microphone at the highest point, first scanning the dense and vast formation before his eyes, and then shouted loudly. The power of the electric loudspeaker had been adjusted to the maximum, and Wu Peifu's voice was transmitted to the ears of all soldiers with high pitch.

"Brothers. We Chinese have been repeatedly defeated in battles against the great powers. Foreigners simply look down on our China. Even the little Japanese, who have always been weaker than us, look down on us. Not long ago, the little Japanese were beaten by the People's Party and fled in panic. As a result, they ran here to Yantai. This shows that we Chinese may not necessarily be unable to beat the little Japanese. It just depends on whether we dare to risk our lives."

When Wu Peifu was delivering the mobilization speech to the whole army, suddenly the whistle of artillery shells came from the air. Compared with the Beiyang Army's 75mm guns, and even the 105mm guns imported from Britain, this whistle was sharper and more violent. The explosions caused when the shells hit the ground made all the Beiyang troops feel the earth shaking violently. The horses were terrified by the vibration and neighed; some horses even raised their front hooves high, and several cavalrymen were thrown off their backs.

Wu Peifu stood motionless on the platform, coldly watching his subordinates start to gather the horses and maintain order. Seeing the highest commander so resolute, the commotion in the military formation also gradually returned to calm.

"Brothers, this is the Japanese trying to scare us? This cannon looks quite bluffing, but if it were useful, the Japanese wouldn't have run from Qingdao to Rizhao! Brothers, everyone knows that fighting a war involves death. This time the pension is doubled. Everyone fight this battle well, just to let the Japanese understand that our Beiyang Army is not a soft persimmon that anyone can pinch!" Wu Peifu said this, and he patted the pistol at his waist. "This time in the battle, the supervising team is going to be for real. Those who advance will be heavily rewarded, and those who retreat will be beheaded. Everyone, do not harbor luck. After the infantry fills in, the platoon leader fills in; after the platoon leader fills in, the company commander fills in; after the company commander fills in, the battalion commander fills in. If you all finish filling in, I will take the remaining people to fill in!"



★


Selection and Being Selected Part 2

Volume 5 - Chapter 46

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 46 Selection and Being Selected (Part 2)

Rizhao was a new city. In early 1914, the Qingdao-Lianyungang railway built by the People's Party had just begun trial operations, and Rizhao was an important station on the line. Railway traffic brought about an acceleration of urbanization; this small place, originally having a population of only a few thousand, had expanded to over ten thousand people in just over half a year. The Shandong Military District's forces were all concentrated in Qingdao. When the Japanese army actually turned south to seize Rizhao, the local Rizhao troops and the masses all evacuated by train. Just as the Shandong Military District and the Huai-Hai Military District were considering surrounding and annihilating the Japanese troops, the Beiyang government jumped out and demanded to "defend" Rizhao. The Central Military Commission then ordered a suspension of the offensive. Since Beiyang was willing to make a final effort on the brink of death, the Central Committee of the People's Party was also willing to see what Beiyang was capable of.

If Beiyang could win, the overall situation in the Far East would turn unfavorable for Japan. This would be of great benefit to the People's Party's overall interests. If Beiyang lost the Battle of Rizhao, everyone would see that Beiyang couldn't beat Japan, and Japan couldn't beat the People's Party. This would be very beneficial for the upcoming War of Liberation that the People's Party would implement.

Chen Ke also hoped to weaken Britain in a disguised way. If Beiyang won, Britain would have to increase its support for Beiyang in an attempt to drive Beiyang to deal with the People's Party. The Americans were very smart; they wouldn't join the Central Powers. The United States joining the Entente Powers meant that the Entente Powers would inevitably win. Weakening Britain a little at this stage would be very good for China's development. Therefore, the main forces of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army in Hubei and Jiangxi began to attack Hunan, while the troops in the north entered a brief period of operational rest. The People's Party waited to see the outcome of this battle between Japan and Beiyang.

While the People's Party had such leisure, the opposing Japanese were facing an extremely difficult situation. Before the Battle of Qingdao, the Japanese army had made "all mental preparations," except for the preparation for defeat. The Japanese side had originally planned to take advantage of the momentum to expand Japan's interests in Shandong. According to the Japanese official view, once the People's Party was defeated and Qingdao seized, Yuan Shikai would not dare to directly start a war with Japan. Japan could then coerce Yuan Shikai into allowing the expansion of Japan's rights and interests in the Northeast. For Japan's original rights in Northeast China to turn into actual benefits, massive investment was needed in the Northeast. The returns were uncertain, but the results were destined to be extremely slow.

Japan's main purpose in maintaining the Northeast was to screen Korea. Northern Korea had iron ore, and the Japanese mainland lacked iron ore. Now that the People's Party had interrupted the coke-for-ore agreement with Japan, Japan had to thoroughly digest Korea first.

If it were just this reason, Japan wouldn't have intervened in the Chinese civil war so anxiously. Japan knew the significance of the coal-iron complex to industry. Watching the People's Party go all out to develop steel, if the People's Party unified China, Japan's interests would be destined to face a huge threat. Japan's domestic hardliners all advocated taking advantage of World War I to get Britain to declare war on China, or at least on the People's Party. At that time, Japan could act as Britain's hitman and intervene in Shandong.

After the People's Party colluded with the United States, the United States found its collaborator in China and immediately cast Japan aside. Restricting Japan's raw silk exports once caused the Japanese economy to suffer a huge blow. Raw silk exports accounted for half of Japan's export share, and the result of this money being cut off was that the Japanese silk industry suffered a comprehensive and disastrous blow. Regardless of whether they were the prudent faction or the hardline faction in Japan, they all unanimously agreed that Japan's greatest enemy at present was the People's Party.

Even for such a straightforward reason, Japan should have acted sooner. The reason they didn't act so early was that the territory occupied by the People's Party gave Japan no way to start. Britain was the maritime hegemon of East Asia; without Britain's consent, Japan simply dared not make a move on the two ports of Qingdao and Lianyungang. Without these two ports, unless Japan went through the Yangtze River, they could not fight the People's Party. Britain controlled the shipping on the Yangtze River, and it was even more impossible for Japan to intervene in the Yangtze. Facing the People's Party becoming increasingly powerful in East Asian trade, Japan was actually helpless against the People's Party.

It was not until after the outbreak of World War I, when the British needed a large amount of silk as propellant bags for heavy artillery, that the Japanese silk industry picked up. The People's Party began to expel British influence from the Yangtze River after the outbreak of WWI, and Japan finally found a breakthrough. They immediately volunteered to Britain to act as a pawn, and used the method of "supporting Yuan Shikai to claim the throne" to temporarily gain Yuan Shikai's support. Japan was very clear that they only had one chance: take Qingdao and prove that Japan had the strength to strike the People's Party. Then everything would be easy to talk about. Both Britain and Beiyang would accept Japan expanding its sphere of influence in Shandong.

At least before the defeat in Qingdao, Japan still had plans to intervene in Shandong. Japan coveted the construction the People's Party had done in southern Shandong, that is, in Huai-Hai Province. Grain, silk, the coal-iron complex in Zaozhuang, and even the Xuzhou industrial center built based on the electrical technology development of the Second Industrial Revolution. If they could annihilate the People's Party in one fell swoop in Qingdao, then seize Rizhao and Lianyungang, and follow the railway to attack Xuzhou, the earnings from this vast and fertile region would all fall into Japan's hands.

Before the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan hadn't expected to be able to seize such large benefits from China either. So this time in the Qingdao campaign, facing the People's Party surrounded on all sides, if Japan could open up the situation, it might not be impossible to have another huge harvest like the First Sino-Japanese War.

It wasn't until Japan was defeated in Qingdao and the Kyushu Division was almost completely annihilated that Japan understood why the People's Party could traverse China freely and even dare to challenge Britain. The People's Party did not rely on conspiracies and schemes, nor on "secret agreements" with Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, but on true strength. It was just that Japan was riding a tiger and couldn't get off at this point, so they turned to attack Rizhao and cut the Qingdao-Lianyungang railway. Qingdao had the Qingdao Fortress as support, but Rizhao did not have a Rizhao Fortress. Rizhao didn't have that much mountainous terrain; the port area was flat land. If the People's Party wanted to retake Rizhao, they would inevitably have to expose their army completely to the naval guns of the Japanese Navy, and the People's Party's combat effectiveness would inevitably be greatly discounted.

Before the People's Party could launch an attack, Beiyang fell out first, stating that they wanted to "recover" Rizhao. The betrayal of this "quasi-ally" made the Japanese side very annoyed. Handing over Rizhao to Beiyang meant Japan bowing its head to Beiyang. Whether Yuan Shikai would perish later was hard to say, but yielding Rizhao to Beiyang meant that Japan would likely never be able to enter China again in the short term. This absolutely did not conform to Japan's interests. Therefore, the Japanese side was full of anger at Yuan Shikai's "act of betraying teammates." It was just that Japan hadn't thought at this time that the existence of a teammate was meant to be screwed over. When Japan appeared to have the advantage on the surface, Japan still had utilization value to Yuan Shikai. Now that facts had proved Japan was not the opponent of the People's Party, Yuan Shikai's best choice was none other than hitting a person when they're down.

While the Japanese army made up its mind that "even if the losses are heavy, we cannot lose to Beiyang," and did its best to prepare defenses, Wu Peifu, commander of the Beiyang 4th Army, commanded his troops to launch an attack on Rizhao.

There was no essential difference in the way war was fought; even the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, which learned from the PLA, had not created anything essentially different.

Reconnaissance was required before the battle. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army relied on aircraft, but also on cavalry and ground scouts. Wu Peifu didn't have airplanes, so he relied on telescopes and cavalry, and the Beiyang 4th Army also raised observation balloons, which at least made up for the lack of high-altitude reconnaissance.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army required artillery preparation before battle. Apart from rocket artillery, the large-caliber artillery of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was not even as good as that of the Beiyang 4th Army, a unit with fully reorganized British equipment. The Japanese army not only had the divisional artillery but also naval guns to help out. After both sides rumbled and blasted at each other for a while, the infantry battle finally began.

The PLA's infantry was the strongest infantry in the world, not because they created anything, but because this great army possessed an indomitable offensive spirit. The PLA's civil engineering was the best in the world, but the trenches were not for static defense, but to better protect themselves before launching an attack on the enemy. The digging of zigzag trenches was not the PLA's original creation either; at least there were similar tactics in the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom era. At that time, when the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom attacked cities, they dug trenches to the enemy's city gates or under the city walls, stuffed in coffins full of explosives, and with a loud boom, the city walls or city gates were destroyed, and the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom soldiers swarmed in.

Combining offense and defense perfectly, using current technology to the maximum limit, and using the latest mastered technology to the maximum limit. And mainly focusing on annihilating the enemy's effective strength to the maximum limit. These war concepts were taught in any military academy that could be considered competent. However, in Chen Ke's history, only the PLA was the one that thoroughly integrated this education, this kind of cognition, into the marrow of an army through practice, into the soul of an army, and refined and summarized these with a military philosophy.

Other armies could only do these things speciously. The 4th Army under Wu Peifu's command was a British-equipped unit. Wu Peifu was a person eager to learn; before the war, he also learned from the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to dig some trenches. These trenches indeed played a not insignificant role under the frantic Japanese shelling. If they had followed the previous Beiyang Army's practice, with infantry staying together in clusters, the casualties in the dense artillery fire would definitely not have been small.

Both the Japanese army and the Beiyang Army lacked ammunition, and even the Japanese Navy was the same. As the artillery shells gradually began to thin out, Wu Peifu, as the commander of the offensive side, took the lead in issuing the order to charge. The vanguard troops of the Beiyang Army ran out of the trenches and groped towards the Japanese direction.

The initial losses in battle were all generated during these firepower probes. Even in the cold weapon era, the vanguard troops were elite troops. They had to continuously probe the enemy's "lethality delivery capability." If they found that their lethality delivery could overwhelm the enemy, they would disregard everything and smash into the enemy's formation. The Beiyang troops were knocked down by the Japanese army. The Beiyang troops started shooting towards the Japanese line of fire, and Japanese soldiers were also hit and fell to the ground. So more Japanese troops joined the shooting ranks, and people on both the Beiyang and Japanese sides were hit one after another, either dying or getting wounded.

The standard weapon equipped by the Beiyang 4th Army was the famous imported British Lee-Enfield rifle. This rifle had a large magazine capacity and a high rate of fire. It was quite suitable for the Beiyang Army's characteristic of emphasizing fierceness and courage while taking science lightly. The dense rifle volleys that started from the Xiang Army era had repeatedly almost overwhelmed the Japanese army in Korea during the First Sino-Japanese War. This time was no exception. The Japanese army didn't expect the Beiyang Army to have such fierce firepower right from the start. For a moment, they were actually suppressed. It wasn't until the Japanese heavy machine guns began to fire violently that the Beiyang Army's almost fanatical offensive was slightly checked. However, at this time, a part of the Beiyang Army had already approached the Japanese trenches. Relying on firepower alone could no longer stop these Beiyang troops from killing their way into the Japanese positions.

"Totsugeki!" The Japanese army also took out the bayonet charge method that they had tried and tested repeatedly. In the First Sino-Japanese War, the Japanese army had tried this repeatedly with success. Japanese officers and soldiers climbed out of the trenches with their bayonets and charged towards the Beiyang Army. They hoped to continue the glory of their predecessors and wipe out the Beiyang Army in one fell swoop with hand-to-hand combat.

The characteristics of the Lee-Enfield rifle lay in the use of a rotating bolt and a box-type detachable magazine. The rear-locking rotating bolt allowed for relatively fast reloading; installing a fixed box-type double-column 10-round magazine for loading increased sustained firepower. It was one of the fastest-firing bolt-action rifles in actual combat, and had the advantages of reliability, short bolt travel, and convenient operation. There had been cases where the German army mistakenly thought that the British positions, which were all equipped with Lee-Enfield rifles, were equipped with heavy machine guns.

The Japanese rifles held five rounds at most. The Beiyang Army's rate of fire while running was actually not fast. The Japanese army had a huge advantage when shooting from positions, but when it really came to a bayonet fight, the Beiyang Army's rifles still had remaining bullets, while the Japanese bullets were already exhausted. Now the advantages of both sides were immediately reversed. Amidst the dense firepower of the Beiyang Army, the Japanese troops rushing out of the trenches were beaten into flying flesh and blood as if they were prisoners being executed at close range. The Beiyang Army has always "won by courage," and what they had was this burst of fierceness. Seeing that a breach had been opened, with a shout, the Beiyang Army charged into the Japanese position with their rifles.

Someone once discussed a question: when is a chess layout most powerful? The general answer is "The initial layout is the most perfect and most powerful."

Defensive positions are also like this. In the initial layout, the coordination of light and heavy firepower can be considered, the echelon of troops can be considered, and all kinds of conceivable war situations can be taken into account. Once the position is breached, the advantage of the original position can instantly turn into a disadvantage. The echelon arrangement of light and heavy firepower will easily lose its effect in a chaotic situation. For example, straight trenches, which are extremely easy for movement and transmitting orders, and extremely easy for adjusting shooting density and direction, become the root of chaos. Rifle range is at least five or six hundred meters; a straight trench becomes a trench that can be shot through with a single shot.

One of the reasons for the PLA's strength lies in their ability to launch almost perfect attacks, and in the development of the attack, they can make the entire offensive posture more and more powerful. While for the defending enemy, once breached, it can only get worse and worse. This is one of the reasons why this army is invincible in a hundred battles.

From a philosophical point of view, the command concept of this army "firmly believes that the world is constantly changing," and the PLA's mobile warfare is to let the changing battlefield develop in a direction that is increasingly favorable to the PLA. Grandpa Mao once said, "This army has an indomitable spirit. It is determined to overwhelm all enemies and never to yield to the enemy. No matter under any difficult and arduous circumstances, as long as there is still one person left, this person must continue to fight."

Wu Peifu had not listened to the teachings of this great man, nor had he received corresponding education in a full set of philosophy including "On Practice" and "On Contradiction" as well as military science in the People's Party's military academy. What Wu Peifu upheld was just the very traditional concept of "the brave win when meeting on a narrow path." But this simple Chinese concept, limited to a certain specific environment, expounded the concept of quantitative change leading to qualitative change in a moving world.

Seeing the first wave of attacks succeed, Wu Peifu immediately ordered follow-up troops to follow up and charge towards the breach. Meanwhile, the troops on both flanks increased pressure, trying to create more breaches.

The Japanese military research was not idle either. Even though they suddenly encountered a setback, the Japanese artillery immediately increased the density and speed of fire. The direction of fire was the inevitable path of Wu Peifu's reinforcements. Even if the Beiyang Army gained an advantage in a certain part and broke through a part of the Japanese first-line defense system, the Japanese army's overall troop strength and firepower still held a comprehensive advantage relative to this part of the Beiyang Army. As long as they could block the Beiyang Army from continuing to pour military strength into this gap, as long as they could stop the Beiyang Army's continued attack, the Japanese army would sooner or later be able to restore the initial defense system.

If the Japanese army were facing the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, which learned from the PLA, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army would have already moved their departure point as close to the Japanese direction as possible. One of the most subtle points in mobile warfare is "forward movement." This is not just moving troops to "under the nose" of the enemy, but also includes determining attack routes, and not just a single attack route.

But Wu Peifu's ability reached its limit here. He also determined more than two attack routes, but the Japanese were guarded against these attack routes that could be determined without too much effort. Artillery shells fell like rain on these routes, blasting the second wave of attacking Beiyang troops into the air, blasting them to pieces. The attacking forces of two battalion-level units sent out by the Beiyang Army in succession were beaten into disarray by Japanese artillery fire halfway. As time passed, the Beiyang officers and soldiers who had attacked into the Japanese position either died heroically or were captured.

The shouting and killing on the Japanese position gradually ceased, and the Japanese artillery fire gradually stopped. When both sides temporarily stopped fighting, the sea breeze gradually blew away the smoke and dust pervading the battlefield. Wu Peifu raised his telescope and looked at the opposite Japanese position. He saw quite a few people being pushed out onto the Japanese position; from the gray-blue military uniforms, it could be determined that these people were officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army. Before Wu Peifu could figure out what mystery the Japanese were playing, he saw Japanese soldiers with rifles standing up behind these Beiyang officers and soldiers. Wu Peifu saw smoke from bullet discharge spurting from the muzzles of the Japanese guns, and the Beiyang officers and soldiers in front of the Japanese fell to the ground one after another. Only then did Wu Peifu understand that the Japanese had just pushed the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers out of the Japanese trenches and shot them on the spot.

"Fuck your ancestors!" Seeing this scene, many officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army, including Wu Peifu, couldn't help but shout curses. But no matter how they cursed, the first offensive battle launched by the Beiyang Army elites had still failed.
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If such a thing as psychokinesis truly existed, the Commander of the Sendai Division would undoubtedly have used it to snap his subordinate's neck. With the heavy pressure in his heart and the surging tide of his emotions, he might have even killed a few more. Unfortunately, the Commander of the Sendai Division was just an ordinary Earthling, so he glared at the Deputy Chief of Staff with murderous eyes and said in that unique tone of a superior suppressing a subordinate: "The reason for executing prisoners in front of the formation is to let the Beiyang Army opposite know what result awaits them if their attack fails."

The Sendai Division Commander really couldn't say too much. The artillery barrage that just intercepted the Beiyang Army's follow-up forces had already consumed more than half of the Sendai Division's artillery reserve. The Naval guns were certainly large, but communication between the two sides was poor, and it was a toss-up whether the called-in shells would land on the Beiyang Army or the Japanese troops. Secondly, the traditional conflict between the Army and the Navy also meant that the Sendai Division Commander could not command the Navy at all.

Faced with such a reality, the Sendai Division Commander had to control the situation as much as possible before the Army Ministry's next order arrived. Killing prisoners of war wasn't very glorious. According to the Commander's view, as long as it could effectively intimidate the Beiyang Army and cause their offensive to ease up slightly, the Commander believed he could bear this bit of infamy.

The Deputy Chief of Staff didn't quite accept the Commander's explanation. "Your Excellency, will this method work? If our side is only sticking to our defense here, there is absolutely no need to take the measures just now."

Hearing the words "sticking to defense", the Sendai Division Commander could no longer hold back. "Idiot!" he shouted in anger.

When retreating from the Yakou in Laoshan, no matter how the Sendai Division advertised that they were going to attack Rizhao, and that the purpose of attacking Rizhao was to better strike the People's Party... These words had to be said, but no one from the Division Commander down to the Sergeants believed them. Ending a war is far more difficult than starting one. As for a dignified retreat, unless a victory was achieved, it was absolutely impossible.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who "saw off" the Japanese army retreating from Yakou, had no flowers in their hands. Even though the Japanese naval guns were trying their best to provide fire cover, the Revolutionary Army's artillery and bullets were also trying their best to kill and wound the Japanese rear guard. After fighting for five or six days at Yakou, suffering endless shelling and shooting every day, and losing thousands of officers and soldiers, the Japanese army fled onto the warships with their tails between their legs. No matter how it was embellished, it was impossible to make the Japanese soldiers believe this was a victory.

Seizing Rizhao also brought a little excitement to the Japanese army. The order issued by the Army Ministry to the Sendai Division was simple: "Hold fast." The Army Ministry had no obvious plan for operations after occupying Rizhao, but any fool could see that for a division to penetrate deep into the Chinese mainland, meeting the People's Party's troops would mean certain death. The Japanese army scoured Rizhao, an empty city, for everything they could loot. But before they had enjoyed a couple of good days, tens of thousands of Beiyang troops attacked. The failure of the Qingdao Campaign and the fact that the Kyushu Division was almost completely wiped out brought pressure as heavy as Mount Tai to the Sendai Division Commander.

Just now, the Beiyang Fourth Army's first wave of attacks broke through the Japanese positions, greatly discounting the possibility of completing the "hold fast" mission. This couldn't help but make the panic in the Sendai Division Commander's heart far greater than the feeling of actual combat capability decline caused by troop losses. Killing prisoners of war was also a way for the Division Commander to relieve his own psychological pressure.

The Sendai Division Deputy Chief of Staff could probably understand the Commander's thoughts. His opposition to shooting prisoners in front of the formation was not directed at the Commander. The Beiyang Army was coming aggressively, and the Deputy Chief of Staff worried that shooting prisoners might trigger intense retaliatory psychology from the Beiyang Army. The Japanese army formed units based on regional origin, one of the purposes being to hope that the troops could improve cohesion due to regional factors. The desire for revenge is also a form of cohesion. Seeing fellow villagers die in battle can always give Japanese troops more reason to keep fighting. But seeing the Commander's exasperated appearance right now, the Deputy Chief of Staff also tactfully shut his mouth. The hierarchy in the Japanese army was strict. According to investigations, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party adopted "officer-soldier equality." The Japanese army laughed greatly when studying this. Because the Japanese army could not imagine how an army could operate smoothly without high and low ranks. The Deputy Chief of Staff was also one of those who laughed loudly; he naturally dared not overstep the Japanese army's "rules."

But the Deputy Chief of Staff's worry was obviously justified. Outside, the screaming sound of shells tearing through the air suddenly rang out. Just by the sound, it could be determined that the Beiyang Army was firing at the Japanese army again. Everyone in the Sendai Division headquarters immediately became tense. The report from the front line arrived in the blink of an eye: "Your Excellency, Division Commander, the Beiyang Army has started charging again."

Infantry-artillery coordination is a very important method of warfare. Hearing that the Beiyang Army began to attack under artillery cover, the Sendai Division Commander said nothing and strode to the telescope in the headquarters bunker. Sure enough, in the telescope, he saw the stream of people composed of Beiyang Army cyan uniforms lunging at the Japanese positions again.

Even if Wu Peifu did not have the combat capability of the People's Party, he was not an incompetent person. This attack was still divided into left, center, and right routes, but these three routes had at least absorbed the experience of the last attack. At least in terms of routes, the three Beiyang Army columns were more orderly during the attack. The Beiyang Army was not as willing as the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to waste so many shells on live-fire practice, so they could not form a creeping barrage attack. Wu Peifu used a very primitive method, observing through balloons to determine the approximate shooting area on the Japanese positions. With artillery fire flying and shrapnel shooting everywhere, it could at least affect the Japanese army's operations. The Beiyang Army relied on a burst of fierceness, treading on the path marked by the blood of their Beiyang brothers from the last attack to launch a ferocious attack on the Japanese army.

The Japanese army also learned their lesson, and heavy machine guns immediately began to fire fiercely. The Beiyang Army also immediately lay down, using the high rate of fire of the Lee-Enfield rifles to return fire. The reliability of the Japanese heavy machine guns was obviously inferior to the Lee-Enfield rifles. The Beiyang's concentrated fire knocked out some heavy machine gun strongpoints, while other heavy machine guns stopped roaring due to mechanical failures. In this instant when the Japanese firepower weakened, the Beiyang troops lying on the ground stood up and began to charge.

The Japanese army obviously underestimated the fierceness of the Beiyang Army. Having just failed in an attack, the Beiyang Army immediately organized the next attack. The evil consequences of shooting prisoners of war appeared. Shooting prisoners certainly relieved the Japanese army's anxiety, but it also made the Japanese army's nerves, which had relaxed, unable to tense up again immediately. In more colloquial terms, after "leaking murderous intent," the speed of condensing it again is not that fast. Since shooting prisoners failed to knock out the Beiyang Army's morale, it could only stimulate the Beiyang Army's determination to fight to the death.

The Japanese troops on the front line had to raise their bayonets to fight the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army's three-pronged attack only broke through one Japanese position on the left last time. This time, the attacks in the center and right both succeeded, and they all killed their way into the Japanese first-line positions. The black uniforms of the Japanese army and the cyan uniforms of the Beiyang Army were instantly mixed together in a melee. Gunshots, roars, the sound of bayonets colliding, and screams mixed together.

Two Beiyang follow-up units immediately began to follow up. The Sendai Division had no choice but to use artillery fire again to stop the Beiyang Army's follow-up troops. Only this time, limited by the shell problem, the Japanese army could no longer launch a fierce bombardment like the last time, but strove to shoot more accurately. To carry out artillery strikes on the two reinforcing columns.

Wu Peifu did not repeat the same mistakes. From the rear of the Beiyang Army column that was originally "blocked in attack," a large number of Beiyang troops suddenly poured out. The troops that were somewhat timid at the beginning of the attack suddenly changed their original appearance, stood up, and charged fiercely at the Japanese army. The Japanese troops facing them were somewhat shaken because the first-line position next to them had been penetrated by the Beiyang Army. They were charged into the position by the Beiyang Army on the left in one go. The Beiyang backup troops behind the left route surged onto the Japanese position like a tide.

The Japanese artillery was firing according to fixed firing data. In the blink of an eye, the Beiyang left route rushed into the Japanese right-wing position. It was too late for them to adjust the firing data. Large numbers of Beiyang troops had already killed all the Japanese soldiers in the first-line positions and began to thrust towards the second-line positions.

After receiving the news, Wu Peifu roared viciously: "Victory or defeat lies here! Artillery, fire all the shells!" The Beiyang Army's artillery immediately fired all their shells at the Japanese positions in one go.

The Beiyang shells effectively disrupted the traffic in the Japanese second and third-line positions, killing and wounding many Japanese troops. The flying dust affected the Japanese observation, and the Beiyang Army shouted and continued to attack fiercely.

The port area currently under construction in Rizhao is a large flat piece of land. On this flat land, there are not many places that can be used as reliance. After breaking through the Japanese front, the Beiyang Army troops moved forward and forward. If it were the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, or at least the well-trained British, French, and German armies, the best strategy at this time would be to give way to the enemy's sharp edge and let them rush directly in. The defending side would mobilize troops to form a pocket formation. After dispatching troops to plug the gap, the pocket formation would rely on heavy machine guns and other firepower to encircle and annihilate the invading enemy troops. At least in the Battle of the Marne that ended not long ago, this tactic was used multiple times by both warring sides.

But neither the Beiyang nor the Japanese army had such high military literacy and quality. The Japanese army feared that their connection would be cut off after the Beiyang Army cut into the position. The Sendai Division Commander ordered troops at all levels to block the Beiyang Army's fierce attack, and the troops began a counterattack.

Wu Peifu trained his soldiers extremely strictly. Even if his subordinates were afraid of death, they dared not disobey military orders. Moreover, the Beiyang Army's tradition of "winning by courage" was still there. Encountering the Japanese counterattack, the Beiyang Army also bravely rushed up to fight to the death with the Japanese army. Units in black uniforms and cyan uniforms ran on the battlefield. The range of engagement and even hand-to-hand combat gradually expanded. As the Japanese artillery fell silent, Wu Peifu ordered both divisions of the Beiyang Army's Fourth Army under his command to be thrown into the battle. The entire battlefield boiled like a large cauldron. The battlefield where rifles were used, after enemies and friends mixed together, gradually turned into a Shura field of flesh and blood.

On October 10th, Chen Ke in Zhengzhou received the news: "After a bloody battle, the Sendai Division in Rizhao has retreated from Rizhao by ship. The Beiyang Wu Peifu unit has occupied Rizhao. Asking the Central Committee for instructions on the next step."

As for how to act, there seemed to be few choices. Either allow Wu Peifu to stay in Rizhao, or send troops to wipe out Wu Peifu. Chen Ke instructed: "Currently, cut off the traffic between Rizhao and other regions. At the same time, contact Wu Peifu and ask if he is willing to accept our medical support. If he sends his troops to our controlled area, we can treat them."

Wu Peifu was able to beat the Japanese away, but failed to annihilate the Japanese army on the beach. Presumably, the Beiyang Army also suffered heavy casualties. Chen Ke knew that Wu Peifu was a very fierce person. Among the executioners who suppressed the February 7th Strike, Wu Peifu was also on the list. If he were a smarter commander who was more compassionate towards his subordinates, at this time, he would borrow the slope to get off the donkey and make a graceful exit. However, if Wu Peifu insisted on learning from Zhang Lingfu, Chen Ke did not care about laying hands on this newly minted "Anti-Japanese Famous General."
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On October 11, 1914, the news of the Japanese army's withdrawal from Rizhao was immediately spread throughout the country by the Beiyang government. Excluding the "rebel" force of the People's Party, this was the first time the Chinese central government had repelled a foreign armed invasion. The People's Party's total annihilation of the Japanese Kyushu Division disappeared from the newspapers. Many newspapers manipulated the news even more cleverly, treating the "Qingdao-Rizhao" campaign as a single integrated campaign. Beiyang had victoriously ended the "Qingdao-Rizhao" campaign. At least according to the newspapers, Beiyang became the ultimate and sole force that repelled Japan.

The People's Party didn't care about this at all. Regarding the integrity of newspapers, Chen Ke had cited an example to the comrades: during Napoleon's journey from his place of exile to Paris, the titles used by Parisian newspapers to refer to him changed every day. Day 1: "The Corsican Monster Lands at Golfe-Juan!" Day 2: "The Murderous Demon Marches Towards Grasse!" Day 3: "The Usurper Enters Grenoble!" Day 4: "General Bonaparte Arrives at Lyon!" Day 5: "General Napoleon Liberates Fontainebleau!" Day 6: "His Imperial Majesty is About to Enter Paris in Triumph!"

At this critical moment when military struggle was deciding China's future destiny, expecting these "literary prostitute" reporters to have integrity was less reliable than expecting a prostitute to have chastity. Both were selling themselves for their own maximum benefit. Whether they shouted, or what they shouted, was irrelevant. Sure enough, on October 12, under Beiyang's manipulation, newspapers everywhere quickly published a statement: "Urgent! Given that the People's Party has blocked the road to Rizhao, in order to solve the problem of the wounded in Rizhao, Beiyang earnestly requests medical personnel from all over to travel by sea to Rizhao to participate in the treatment of Beiyang army wounded."

Wu Peifu still had some "backbone". The People's Party indicated that they could let Wu Peifu leave, and at the same time treat the Beiyang wounded. Wu Peifu rejected it all. The Military Commission immediately ordered the Qingdao Military Sub-district and the Huaihai Military Region's troops to begin preparations for an attack. Meanwhile, Pu Guanshui, who had already surrounded Wu Peifu, also gave Wu Peifu a clear ultimatum: "Either be annihilated within three days, or get out now."

Chen Ke also sent a telegram to Yuan Shikai for this, hoping he would "recognize the situation and not create meaningless bloodshed." Beiyang immediately issued a pitiful announcement nationwide, attempting to gain moral support.

There were plenty of Beiyang supporters. Cai Yuanpei had already returned to Zhejiang. On October 12, he immediately expressed his response in Hangzhou, dispatching a medical team composed of Hangzhou Hospital personnel led by Zhou Shuren to Rizhao to participate in the treatment of Beiyang wounded. For an anti-Japanese hero like Wu Peifu, the number of sympathizers was not small. As the director of Hangzhou Hospital, Zhou Shuren was naturally very willing to go to Rizhao.

Cai Yuanpei acted extremely quickly. On the 13th, a group of medical volunteers boarded a ship bound for Rizhao. To Zhou Shuren's regret, some of the highest-level doctors could not go. In these times, the general level of medical care was relatively poor, and capable Western medicine doctors were extremely rare existences. Most of the doctors at Hangzhou Hospital were graduates of the Shanghai Benevolence Medical College. Zhou Shuren naturally knew the origin of his subordinates; most of them were "made by the People's Party". Regardless of how much the dignitaries in Hangzhou hated and detested the People's Party, they cherished these doctors extremely. A considerable number of doctors at Hangzhou Hospital acted as private doctors for dignitaries, so they couldn't go to Rizhao this time. Whatever they said didn't matter; the importance dignitaries attached to the health of themselves and their families was far above that of the group of "grunts" in distant Rizhao.

Zhou Shuren had no choice in this. The wages at Hangzhou Hospital were not high. Young doctors had studied hard and had to shoulder the heavy responsibility of supporting a family. If they didn't serve these dignitaries, how could the hospital's meager salary be enough to support a family?

With a shortage of doctors, a group of "volunteers" boarded the ship. With Zhou Shuren's upbringing and intelligence, how could he not see that many of these people were just there for the excitement or to make a name for themselves? Many were young masters from various families. Because the departure was hasty, Zhou Shuren ordered the organization of the various medical supplies, surgical equipment, and related arrangements on the ship. Hangzhou Hospital had over 200 doctors and nurses, but fewer than 50 could participate in the rescue team, along with over 30 "volunteers".

The volunteers didn't participate in this work at all. Even if they participated in labor, their purpose seemed to be to take advantage of this rare opportunity on the same ship to flirt with the female nurses. Those with a little medical knowledge pointed fingers at the medical equipment and spoke nonsense about the use and principles of these devices. Those without medical knowledge boasted profusely about their experiences studying abroad. As for those with insufficient education, they bragged about how wealthy their families were and how noble their lineage was. All kinds of nonsense, bullshit, crude talk, and stupid talk made Zhou Shuren want to throw them all off the ship. But this was unrealistic. Even when some female nurses were teased and harassed to tears, and some male doctors, disgusted by these guys' mouths that never shut, protested to Zhou Shuren asking him to kick them off, Zhou Shuren first comforted everyone, then used his authority to issue an order to confine this group of volunteers to the upper deck. The doctors and nurses temporarily settled near the engine room where living conditions were poor.

"Everyone, the ship will arrive in Rizhao soon. We are here to treat the wounded soldiers. Just endure it a bit longer, endure it," Zhou Shuren said almost futilely. There were only a few guards arranged in the medical team. Zhou Shuren had no way to form a security line, and he himself wasn't skilled in martial arts. Apart from doing this, there was really no other way.

At night, under the dim oil lamp, Zhou Shuren kept watch personally. Some people had already tried to find female nurses to "have a heart-to-heart" at night. Zhou Shuren had to guard against these bastards. The night grew deep, and Zhou Shuren didn't dare to sleep. Bored, he picked up a pen and wrote a few words on paper. Having not used a pen for a long time, Zhou Shuren felt his writing wasn't that smooth. Looking at the words "Nursing" (Hu Li) and "Potion" (Yao Shui) together on the paper, Zhou Shuren suddenly had a thought. He wrote the two characters "Curbing the Flood" (Li Shui).

On this boundless sea, facing such a chaotic situation in China, what Zhou Shuren thought of in his heart was Dayu taming the flood. Once he started, Zhou Shuren couldn't stop his hand, as if it wasn't him, but the pen itself that couldn't help but start writing.

"At this time, it was 'The swelling floodwaters are causing disaster, vast and mighty, embracing the mountains and rising above the hills'; Grandfather Shun's subjects were not all crowded on the mountain tops exposed above the water. Some were tied to tree tops, some sat on wooden rafts. Some rafts even had small wooden sheds built on them. Seen from the shore, it was quite rich in poetic interest.

News from distant places came from the wooden rafts. Everyone finally knew that Lord Gun, because he had spent nine whole years taming the water without any effect, had caused the Dragon Heart (Emperor) to be furious and was exiled to Feather Mountain. The one taking over seemed to be his son, Young Master Wenming, whose milk name was Ah Yu..."

Writing to this point, someone suddenly knocked on the door. Zhou Shuren stopped his pen, put the top sheet to the bottom, and then asked, "Who is it?"

"It's me, Wu Yutang. Dean Zhou hasn't slept yet?" The person outside heard Zhou Shuren respond and pushed the door open. Wu Yutang was one of Cai Yuanpei's students and was also going to treat the Beiyang wounded this time. Zhou Shuren felt that he was acting more in the role of a "supervising army" officer.

Wu Yutang clearly wanted to have a long talk with Zhou Shuren. He carried a packet of dried tofu brought before boarding and a bottle of wine. Zhou Shuren took a look; it was the glass-bottled mulberry wine that the People's Party sold everywhere in the Yangtze River basin. He had to put away the manuscript he had just started writing.

After three rounds of drinks, Wu Yutang opened his mouth and said, "Brother Zhou, I wonder how you view the current situation?"

This kind of most ordinary opening for discussing current events made Zhou Shuren feel very bored. How else could it be? The winner of the war between the People's Party and Beiyang was destined to be the future ruler of China. Either Yuan Shikai would continue to be the Great President, or Chen Ke would become the new Great President. Zhou Shuren didn't want to make such boring predictions. He asked back, "How does Brother Wu see it?"

"Brother Zhou knows that the People's Party has already used troops against Hunan, right? In this time of national chaos, the People's Party is still fully thinking for itself. This is a disaster for the country and must not be allowed to succeed." Wu Yutang spoke impassionedly, "However, the current matter in Zhejiang is not just the affair of the People's Party alone. Duke Cai supports the central government, but there are traitors within our Guangfu Society. I presume Brother Zhou should know about this."

Hearing this, Zhou Shuren felt a burst of disgust in his heart. The "traitors" Wu Yutang referred to were naturally Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin in Western Zhejiang. Before Cai Yuanpei leaned towards Yuan Shikai, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had established a local government in Western Zhejiang. In recent years, relying on learning from the People's Party's government organization and participating in the People's Party's foreign trade system, life in Western Zhejiang had become better and better. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were both veterans of the Guangfu Society. Even within the Guangfu Society headquarters led by Cai Yuanpei, evaluations of Western Zhejiang were quite different. There were also many who supported Xu Xilin. Wu Yutang was naturally Cai Yuanpei's man; Wu Yutang dared to boldly say some words that Cai Yuanpei dared not say.

Zhou Shuren didn't like such internal division at all. Even if opinions differed, it was far from the point of calling comrades traitors. However, Zhou Shuren was not willing to speak lightly. He was someone Cai Yuanpei had "asked for" from Xu Xilin. Xu Xilin learned the method of barefoot doctors from the People's Party and opened a primary mass medical system in Western Zhejiang. Zhou Shuren had once inspected the medical system of the People's Party base areas with Xu Xilin. The medical level of barefoot doctors was actually not high, and their theoretical understanding of Western medicine was also relatively poor. But the good thing about these people was that they could appear in the fields and had regular training courses every year. But these people at least popularized the scope of medical care among the people. Even simple things like disinfecting the cloth used to bandage wounds, using saliva and salt water for the most basic wound treatment, and knowing how to use a few most basic Western medicines. Knowing the difference between a fever from heat and a fever from cold. Knowing that internal diseases like appendicitis needed to be treated in a hospital. This made Zhou Shuren feel extremely admiring.

The People's Party's medical system did not advocate concentrating strength in big city hospitals. Since the doctors were all young people, everyone implemented a rotation system. One-third of the medical personnel were in hospitals at various levels, one-third were at the grassroots level, and one-third were engaged in sanitation and epidemic prevention or receiving medical training in schools. Zhou Shuren knew that the People's Party had over 150,000 medical personnel in 1912. And these 150,000 people had to provide modern medical services to over 60 million people in the base areas. On average, each person was assigned to 400 people. The vast majority of the people in the base areas who received medical services would fundamentally not have been able to accept modern medical services in normal times. Such arduous struggle made Zhou Shuren unable to help but feel admiration from the bottom of his heart.

And when Zhou Shuren was in Western Zhejiang, he also had thousands of colleagues. Those were doctors and nurses that Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin asked the People's Party's Benevolence Medical College to help train for the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch. Cai Yuanpei forcibly asked for over 400 people from Western Zhejiang. Modern hospitals were built in these few major cities in Hangzhou. Everyone was a Western doctor. The People's Party's medical college was quite formal, with complete categories and a quite high teaching level. Even if it wasn't a cure-all, it was basically on the right track. A reputation was quickly established in several major cities in Zhejiang.

Hangzhou Hospital had good conditions, but Zhou Shuren could never forget the speech of the People's Party's Minister of Health, "We doctors want to improve our medical level, and we can only rely on seeing patients. Most of our patients are ordinary masses. Some patients we cured, some patients we didn't cure. If we follow the ratio of curing diseases at the very beginning, we can basically be considered quacks. Not killing the patient can be considered pretty good for us. If we treat diseases on so many patients and train our doctors' skills well, and then pose as medical masters, throwing the masses aside and waiting for patients to beg us at our doors, I think this is not very moral. Cured or not cured, we doctors are not God. If doctors were omnipotent, no one in this world should die. But the medical knowledge accumulated from the masses not being used on the masses... I think this is wrong and inappropriate."

Zhou Shuren had also once carried a medicine chest and trekked through the mountainous areas of Western Zhejiang. On the way, because he got lost, he almost broke into a bandit's den. The bandits recognized the Red Cross flag they were carrying, and they also had relatives who had received treatment from the Western Zhejiang medical team. So they insisted on letting the medical team go and even guided Zhou Shuren and the others. In the big city of Hangzhou, there was no longer any need to struggle on mountain roads. The people who came to see the doctor were mostly well-dressed and decent, and their conversation was much more elegant than those ordinary commoners. But Zhou Shuren knew that the medical scope covered by Hangzhou Hospital had shrunk to an extremely small range. Moreover, the dignitaries who came to see the doctor looked polite on the surface, but in reality, they didn't treat the medical team as life-saving benefactors like those masses who lacked medicine. Doctors were just a group of people serving those dignitaries.

"Brother Zhou, currently these rebels of the People's Party are confusing people everywhere. We in the Guangfu Society must not let this continue. I wonder what Brother Zhou thinks?" Wu Yutang asked closely.

Regardless of what he thought in his heart, with Zhou Shuren's intelligence, he would never put himself in a disadvantageous position. Zhou Shuren replied faintly, "I am just a doctor. I went to Japan to study medicine back then just wanting to cure the sick and save people after learning. When I was in Japan, I didn't like participating in politics. Now that I am so busy, where would I have the mind to think about so much? Moreover, whether it is Mr. Cai or Mr. Xu, I admire them both very much. I really dare not and do not want to comment."

Such an answer, even if it didn't satisfy Wu Yutang, did not exceed the range of Wu Yutang's acceptance. He laughed, "That is also good. Mr. Zhou can practice medicine in the hospital with peace of mind and not participate in those troublesome matters."

After drinking a few more cups, talking at length about the rebellious behavior of Xu Xilin and others in Western Zhejiang, and warning Zhou Shuren explicitly and implicitly not to go astray, Wu Yutang got up and took his leave.

Zhou Shuren looked at the door with disgust, cleared the table, and took out the manuscript he had just started writing. Thinking of the behavior of those bastards during the day these past two days, and Wu Yutang's words just now, Zhou Shuren's face became increasingly ugly. He paused slightly, then continued writing:

"...'These, these are all nonsense,' another scholar stammered, his nose tip immediately swelling red. 'You have been deceived by rumors. Actually, there is no such thing as Yu. "Yu" is a worm. Can a worm tame water? I don't think Gun existed either. "Gun" is a fish. Can a fish, fish, fish tame water water water?' Speaking to this point, he kicked his feet, appearing very exerted.

'But Gun indeed existed. Seven years ago, I saw him with my own eyes going to the foot of Kunlun Mountain to admire plum blossoms.'

'Then his name was mistaken. He probably wasn't called "Gun". His name should be "Man"! As for Yu, that must be a worm. I have much evidence to prove his non-existence. Let everyone come to judge fairly...'

Thus he stood up bravely, took out a knife, scraped off the bark of five large pine trees, ground leftover bread crumbs and water into a paste, mixed in charcoal powder, and wrote textual research erasing Ah Yu on the tree trunks in very small tadpole script, taking a full three times nine, twenty-seven days. But anyone who wanted to read it had to bring out ten tender elm leaves. If they lived on a wooden raft, it was changed to a shell of fresh water moss..."

This story was not long. Zhou Shuren wrote over a thousand words in one breath. Stopping his pen, Zhou Shuren recalled the recent fierce attacks by Zhejiang literati on the People's Party and the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch, as well as thoughts on the future of the revolution. Zhou Shuren's expression was uncertain. His reason for willing to join the support and rescue team this time was not complex. Zhou Shuren was very clear about the People's Party's political attitude, and he didn't support the People's Party's political philosophy much either. However, this was not enough to prompt Zhou Shuren to participate in actions supporting Beiyang.

The Beiyang Fourth Army expelled the Japanese army through fierce fighting, and Zhou Shuren was very excited. Whether it was the People's Party defeating the Japanese army in Qingdao and annihilating the Japanese Kyushu Division, or Wu Peifu repelling the Japanese army in Rizhao, they were all China's victories. Given the People's Party's ruthless attitude towards enemies, blocking Wu Peifu wasn't too unimaginable. Zhou Shuren didn't want to participate in the merits and demerits or victory and defeat between the People's Party and Beiyang. It was just that those officers and soldiers injured in the war against Japan shouldn't die because of a lack of medicine. Being able to do something for these people was the duty of a Chinese doctor. This was the real reason that made Zhou Shuren lead the team to Rizhao. Otherwise, Zhou Shuren could have let someone else take his place.

But after listening to Wu Yutang's words just now, Zhou Shuren was quite dissatisfied with Wu Yutang's attitude in his heart. Moistening his pen, he crossed out a paragraph and modified his previous article.

"'But the most urgent thing is to quickly send a batch of large rafts to bring the scholars up to the high plateau,' said the third high official. 'At the same time, send people to notify the Country of One-Armed People, letting them know of our reverence for culture. Relief only needs to be sent here every month. The scholars have a joint petition here, which is quite interesting. They believe that culture is the lifeblood of a country, and scholars are the soul of culture. As long as culture exists, Hua Xia exists. Everything else is secondary...'

'They think the population of Hua Xia is too large,' said the first high official. 'Reducing some is also a way to achieve peace. Moreover, those are just ignorant commoners. Their joys, angers, sorrows, and happiness are definitely not as refined as what the wise contemplate. To judge people and discuss matters, one must first rely on subjectivity. For example, Shakespeare...'

'Fart his mother's fart!' Yu thought in his heart, but said loudly with his mouth: 'I have investigated and know that the previous method: "damming", was indeed wrong. From now on, "channeling" should be used! I wonder what everyone's opinion is?'

It was as quiet as a cemetery; the faces of the high officials also showed a deathly color. Many felt they had fallen ill and would probably have to ask for sick leave tomorrow.

'This is Chiyou's method!' a brave young official whispered indignantly.

'In my humble opinion, I think Your Excellency should seem to withdraw the order.' A high official with white beard and hair felt that the rise and fall of the world depended on his mouth at this moment. He steeled his heart, disregarded life and death, and resolutely protested: 'Damming is the old lord's established method. "Not changing the father's way for three years can be called filial piety." -- It has been less than three years since the old lord ascended to heaven.'

Yu did not say a word.

'Moreover, how much effort did the old lord spend? He borrowed the Breathing Earth from God to dam the flood. Although he provoked God's anger, the depth of the flood became a bit shallower. It seems we should still continue to govern according to the convention.' Said another high official with gray beard and hair. He was the godson of Yu's maternal uncle.

Yu did not say a word.

'I see Your Excellency might as well "follow the father's unfinished task",' a fat official saw Yu not speaking and thought he was about to be convinced, so he said loudly with some frivolity, though a layer of oily sweat flowed on his face. 'Follow the family law and redeem the family reputation. Your Excellency probably may not know how people are talking about the old lord...'

'In short, "damming" is a good method that already has a fixed verdict in the world,' the old official with white beard and hair was afraid the fat man would cause trouble, so he rushed to say. 'All other various kinds, the so-called "modern" ones, Chiyou died exactly on this point in the past.'

Yu smiled slightly: 'I know. Some say my dad turned into a yellow bear, some say he turned into a three-legged turtle, and some say I am seeking fame and profit. Let them say what they want. What I want to say is that I have checked the situation of the mountains and marshes, solicited the opinions of the common people, and have seen through the actual situation and made up my mind. No matter what, it must be "channeling"! These colleagues also agree with me.'

He raised his hand and pointed to both sides. The officials with white beards, gray beards, pale faces, fat and sweating oil, and fat but not sweating oil, followed his finger and looked over. They saw a row of dark and thin beggar-like things, not moving, not speaking, not smiling, like they were cast of iron."
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When the ship carrying Zhou Shuren arrived off the coast of Rizhao, several warships could be seen slowly patrolling in the distance. Seeing Zhou Shuren's ship approaching, small naval vessels immediately sped over to intercept. Since it was a civilian ship, the medical team members standing on the deck and by the gunwales were startled by the aggressive approach of the warships.

Fortunately, the warships didn't open fire directly. After pulling alongside, they inquired about the purpose of Zhou Shuren and his group. A naval officer spoke relatively politely, "You must accept an inspection first. If there are no issues after the investigation, we will send you ashore."

Zhou Shuren and the other doctors remained silent, but the "volunteers" were unhappy. Someone immediately clamored, "We traveled thousands of miles to treat the wounded, how can you treat us like this?"

"Yeah! We aren't spies, can't you trust us?"

"The President called for doctors from all over to come to Rizhao, and this is the result we get? Does the President have the final say, or do you subordinates call the shots?"

The naval officer's brow furrowed as he listened, though luckily, only a minority were making noise. Seeing that things were going south, Zhou Shuren quickly stepped forward to express his willingness to obey the navy's arrangements. The officer glared viciously at the few ungrateful fellows for a moment before returning to his own ship.

The inspection wasn't actually that strict. A part of the long breakwater extending into the sea had been built, and the wharf had taken shape. The cargo yard near the wharf, however, had been leveled quite nicely. The Beiyang Army's camp was located on this flat ground. After a casual check at the wharf, the Beiyang officer ordered Zhou Shuren and the others to go to the wounded soldiers to begin treatment.

Unlike the scene of a camp full of wounded soldiers that Zhou Shuren and the others had imagined, there didn't seem to be that many wounded remaining in Rizhao. The wounded were mainly divided into two categories: those with light injuries and the heavily wounded who were almost unable to move. Inside the tents, the heavily wounded lay motionless. They breathed out more than they breathed in, and even their groans were faint, mere hums. The air was filled with the stench of rotting blood. These signs caused great panic among the military doctors; this wasn't a camp for the wounded, this was simply a living tomb filled with people about to die.

Because of the urgent departure, many sterilization equipment hadn't been brought along. Zhou Shuren wanted some lime to serve as a basic disinfectant. They finally found the Beiyang Army quartermaster, who had no desire to be in the wounded camp, only to be told there was none. Zhou Shuren asked for some large cauldrons to boil gauze; there were cauldrons, but not enough fuel. The quartermaster, perhaps out of respect for Zhou Shuren and the others being doctors, promised to send some soldiers to help chop some tree branches.

Since a large number of the wounded had actually lost a significant amount of blood, blood transfusions were needed. Upon hearing that blood had to be drawn from oneself to give to others, the quartermaster immediately rejected the idea. Many doctors and nurses at the Hangzhou Hospital had learned battlefield rescue, and blood transfusion was just one of the most basic subjects. Not to mention that the People's Party had already gone all out to popularize concepts like blood transfusion, even the comrades of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch, having experienced bloody battles, could generally accept the concept of blood transfusion. Unexpectedly, it was completely out of the question here with the Beiyang Army.

Without blood transfusions, soldiers lacking blood at least needed emergency infusions of saline solution. But the Beiyang Army also had a massive shortage of salt. When a doctor asked if Beiyang had the kind of bagged refined salt the People's Party had, the Beiyang quartermaster's face immediately changed. He scolded, "Don't talk nonsense! How could we possibly have People's Party stuff here!"

Seeing no way to solve the problem, Zhou Shuren had to ask the officer to send more manpower to help. The officer asked with a sullen face, "Since you are here to help, you should listen to us. How can there be talk of us sending people to help you?"

These speechless-rendering words actually made a lot of sense. With Zhou Shuren's upbringing and intelligence, he knew the officer was correct in principle. But he had also seen the level of the Beiyang military doctors; even if it couldn't be called disregarding human life, it could definitely be evaluated as highly unprofessional. If the doctors and nurses of the Hangzhou Hospital were split up and used separately, people who could have been saved would likely breathe their last.

At this moment, Zhou Shuren could only say pleasant things to the officer to get him to leave as quickly as possible. If this officer decided to make a fuss, heaven knows what would happen. Regardless of what happened, it would definitely not be something Zhou Shuren would be happy with.

"Self-reliance and ample food and clothing!" This phrase, often heard in the People's Party base areas, popped into Zhou Shuren's mind. Whether they could have ample food and clothing was debatable, but given the current situation, if they couldn't be self-reliant, the medical team wouldn't even be able to continue their work. Without a supply of the most basic materials, many treatments simply couldn't proceed.

However, the medical team was currently weak and isolated, and Zhou Shuren understood very well that he had to cooperate with others. He first had the medical team start treatment regardless of whether future supplies were sufficient. The People's Party's method of mass work was simple: don't talk first, just start doing it. As long as others could see that the People's Party had the ability and the strength, there would be people from the masses trying to make friends with the People's Party. This was what Zhou Shuren had learned when listening to the People's Party's lectures on mass work. Of course, Zhou Shuren's family education and his own intelligence allowed him to understand these things as well.

Many hands make light work; everyone has things they can and cannot do. As long as everyone discusses and cooperates, there is no hurdle that cannot be crossed. This requires communication, and this requires exchange. Zhou Shuren still remembered a sentence a People's Party cadre had said, "There is nothing in this world more expensive than something free." Unilateral giving and receiving is either ill-intentioned or unsustainable. generally speaking, if clear and reasonable requests are made of the other party, based on a mutual intention to cooperate, it is rare that a consensus cannot be reached.

Sure enough, Zhou Shuren's command and arrangements worked. The medical team treated forty-something wounded soldiers completely according to normal procedures, and more wounded appeared outside the door. Upon talking with the wounded soldiers, the reason they had gathered became clear. The level of the Beiyang military doctors was indeed quite rotten, and their treatment methods were rather monotonous. Nothing more than extracting bullets, bandaging wounds, and the like. The rest was left to fate, to see if the wounded soldiers' luck was hard enough. Even with such treatment, the speed was very slow.

Zhou Shuren's medical team was not only fast in treatment but also had many methods; they looked better than the military doctors. At this point, for the sake of their own lives, the wounded soldiers would definitely choose the doctors who looked more reliable. That was why they gathered here. Zhou Shuren ordered people to arrange the treatment order for the wounded. During the process, he also asked some wounded soldiers if there were any medical supplies nearby that could be utilized without encroaching on military supplies.

Very quickly, a wounded soldier provided information that there were lime pools near the port. Hearing that lime was useful for treatment, wounded soldiers immediately volunteered to take the medical team to have a look. Zhou Shuren arranged for personnel to follow the wounded soldier to the vicinity of the lime pools, and sure enough, they brought back slaked lime. Before long, the smell of lime water entered the noses of the medical team again; smelling this familiar scent, the team members felt much more at ease.

With the initial communication and cooperation, the subsequent developments became much easier. The guards guarding the wounded camp were mainly lightly wounded soldiers who had participated in the search of Rizhao City. The most valuable things had been taken away when the citizens of Rizhao retreated. Anything slightly valuable had been taken by the Japanese, leaving only odds and ends. A lightly wounded soldier remembered seeing salt in a resident's home in the city. After a search, a hundred or so jin of loose salt was collected. It wasn't enough for other things, but it was enough to make saline solution. Including large cauldrons and fuel, these things were slowly gathered, delivered, and put into use. Even if the medical team couldn't exert its full strength, they could at least maintain some basic medical care. But the work, which had been going well, was interrupted by a sudden accident. A conflict broke out between the wounded soldiers and the "volunteers" in the medical team.

Even if they were wounded, soldiers were definitely not something these volunteers could confront. By the time Zhou Shuren rushed to the scene of the conflict upon hearing the news, the brawl had essentially ended. Seven or eight volunteers had been beaten until their heads were bloody, groaning as they lay on the ground unable to move. Seeing the murderous look on the faces of the wounded soldiers, the female nurses following in Zhou Shuren's group turned pale with fright. The wounded soldier leading the beating seemed to be a junior officer. Seeing Zhou Shuren and the others arrive, he said with a serious expression, "Dr. Zhou, we can distinguish good from bad. You and these young ladies are not in the same group as these bastards. We brothers are indebted to Dr. Zhou for doing his best to treat us, and we would absolutely not lay a hand on good people like Dr. Zhou."

After saying these words, the leading junior officer looked coldly at the "volunteers" groaning on the ground. "These bastards slacked off when working, and we didn't say anything about them. After all, they came with Dr. Zhou, and we have to give Dr. Zhou face. But these scoundrels not only slacked off but also talked nonsense everywhere. The brothers tolerated it, but it turns out some of them were stealing the belongings of the brothers who died of illness. We can't pretend not to see this. These brothers who died had bad luck, but that doesn't mean no one cares about them after they die. Dr. Zhou, for your sake, my brothers and I spared these kids' lives. If they do this again next time, Dr. Zhou, you shouldn't bother with them."

Zhou Shuren couldn't be entirely sure if what the officer said was true or false, but since the man spoke politely, Zhou Shuren couldn't press the issue. Moreover, regarding these volunteers being beaten, Zhou Shuren didn't feel any necessity in his heart to avenge them. The treatment was very arduous; the medical team of less than fifty people had been busy for two days, and there was still a long queue at the door.

While treatment was ongoing, someone was seen running into the main surgery tent in a panic. Zhou Shuren was performing a surgery. He was almost forcefully dragged away from the operating table by the newcomer.

After working almost day and night for two days, Zhou Shuren's reactions to anything outside of surgery had become very dull. It took him a moment to realize that this person was actually Wu Yutang.

"Mr. Wu, what is the matter?" Zhou Shuren asked.

"The Beiyang Army has started to retreat. They left the wounded behind and took the ships themselves!" Although it was already October and the weather wasn't hot, Wu Yutang was still sweating profusely from anxiety.

"Oh?" Zhou Shuren still didn't quite understand what Wu Yutang meant.

"The Beiyang Army requisitioned our ship too. They said the People's Party is about to attack." Wu Yutang finally spoke of the matter he cared about most.

Zhou Shuren almost smiled. If the People's Party really came, these wounded soldiers would truly be saved. The medical capabilities of the People's Party's regular field hospitals were simply not something Zhou Shuren's "medical team" could compare with. Seeing that a portion of the wounded were simply beyond his ability to treat, Zhou Shuren had originally thought he could only watch helplessly as they died. The arrival of the People's Party was fantastic news for the wounded Beiyang soldiers.

It was just that he was extremely exhausted from the heavy work of the past two days, so Zhou Shuren managed to suppress his smile. He asked seriously, wearing a somewhat panicked expression, "Mr. Wu, then what should we do?"

"The only plan now is to squeeze onto the Beiyang Army's fleet." Wu Yutang was extremely anxious.

Zhou Shuren quickly said, "Mr. Wu, since our ship was taken by Beiyang, you should hurry and get on a Beiyang ship. You were sent by Mr. Cai; as long as you can retreat with Beiyang, there will always be a chance. We will pack up here and retreat quickly as well. You don't need to worry about us for now. If we can't get the ship back, how will we return to Zhejiang!"

"Alright, alright!" Wu Yutang was also a bit flustered at this moment. The loss of personnel really wasn't a problem in Wu Yutang's eyes, but that ship had been borrowed by Cai Yuanpei from a trading firm. If the ship couldn't be reclaimed, Wu Yutang wouldn't be able to pay for it even if he sold himself.

Not long after Wu Yutang hurriedly left, a few shouts and commands to stop were heard from outside. A moment later, the wounded soldier seen last time led some men rushing into the operating room. He faced Zhou Shuren and said calmly, "Dr. Zhou, the People's Party is about to attack."

"Oh, I just heard." Zhou Shuren was a little worried in his heart, not knowing what these wounded soldiers wanted to do. But regardless of what these wounded soldiers were going to do, Zhou Shuren would try his best to save the lives of the medical team members first. Because he knew the People's Party's policies and execution capabilities well, Zhou Shuren was very clear that as long as they didn't resist and didn't attempt hostility, falling into the hands of the People's Party could be said to be the safest place in all of China. The death rate was probably even lower than that of ordinary people.

The junior officer leading the wounded soldiers said, "Mr. Zhou, to tell you the truth, I was captured by the People's Party before. I was wounded last time too. The People's Party has always treated captives well; people won't die if they fall into their hands."

These words greatly exceeded Zhou Shuren's expectations. Zhou Shuren had just been considering whether to publicize the People's Party's POW policy, but he hadn't expected that the Beiyang Army, as the enemy of the People's Party, would be quite familiar with this policy.

The wounded soldier didn't know what Zhou Shuren was thinking. Seeing Zhou Shuren's calm demeanor, the wounded soldier thought Zhou Shuren didn't believe him. He persuaded, "Mr. Zhou, you are a doctor. When the People's Party attacks, we will surrender. We will also definitely explain the identity of Dr. Zhou and your group to the People's Party. We just hope that Dr. Zhou can continue to treat our brothers. Before you came, these brothers were just waiting to die. After you came, many brothers were able to hold on until the People's Party attacks. I know being a captive isn't glorious, but no matter how inglorious it is, we have to keep our lives first."

Zhou Shuren breathed a slight sigh of relief. "I am a doctor, and a doctor's job is to cure the sick and save lives. You don't need to worry about this. I will manage my colleagues well."

Having received Zhou Shuren's guarantee, the wounded soldier looked much happier. He hadn't expected Zhou Shuren to be so "reasonable." However, even so, the wounded soldiers still surrounded Zhou Shuren's medical site in a very orderly manner.

After nearly three more hours had passed, and Zhou Shuren and his team had treated another sixty-plus people, the sound of an electric loudspeaker was heard from outside. "We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Brothers of the Beiyang Army ahead, lay down your weapons and surrender. We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives leniently."

The effect of the persuasion to surrender was excellent. Zhou Shuren heard someone from the Beiyang Army immediately shout loudly, "Officers opposite! We are wounded soldiers injured while fighting the Japanese. We surrender. Can you send military doctors over quickly? Many of our brothers can't hold on much longer."

Soon, the sound of a large group of people running came from outside. Seeing the panicked expressions of his medical team colleagues, Zhou Shuren advised, "Everyone, don't be afraid, and don't act rashly."

As soon as he finished speaking, the door curtain of the tent was lifted, and several soldiers strode in. Accompanying them was that Beiyang junior officer. "Officers, this is the medical team from Zhejiang. They are not bad people."

Seeing the People's Party military uniforms, Zhou Shuren's heart, which had been hanging in suspense, finally truly settled back into his stomach.
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Shandong was a "foreign land" to Zhou Shuren. If classmates who had attended medical training together could be considered "old friends," then meeting them in Rizhao could be counted as meeting old friends in a foreign land. In the reorganized medical camp, some of the military doctors in the People's Party had participated in the Party school training with Zhou Shuren. Everyone did not exchange too many pleasantries, after all, the urgent task at hand was to save the wounded officers and soldiers of the surrendered Beiyang Army.

Li Bing, the person in charge, looked shrewd and capable. He spoke to the gathered doctors and nurses from Zhejiang Medical College: "Everyone, you are colleagues from the medical field in Zhejiang. We won't waste words; you have been conscripted. You will receive an allowance every day according to our People's Party's labor standards. There is no need to consider escaping or anything like that. When the medical work is over, we will send you back to Zhejiang. For now, just settle down and work here."

The doctors and nurses had a relatively weak will to resist. Surrounded by soldiers with live ammunition, and hearing that there was an allowance for the work, the doctors and nurses from Zhejiang Hospital acquiesced. After all, the People's Party didn't ask them to do anything else, just to continue treating the wounded of the Beiyang Army.

The equipment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army field hospital arrived quickly. Seeing so much new medical equipment, the doctors and nurses from the Zhejiang side immediately regained their spirit. Everyone worked to eat; one look at this equipment and they knew that the medical level of the People's Party was far higher than that of Zhejiang Hospital.

Due to the intervention of the military hospital of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the doctors and nurses of Zhejiang Hospital could finally lie down and rest for a while. Zhou Shuren and Li Bing lived in the same dormitory at the time. Li Bing's straightforward character was something Zhou Shuren respected considerably. The two ate a meal together while resting at night. After talking about the current situation, Li Bing suddenly asked: "Old Zhou, how are things at home?"

Zhou Shuren was not quite used to the People's Party's style of managing everything. However, it was not convenient to express displeasure at this moment, so Zhou Shuren smiled and said: "Things at home are fine."

"Does everyone have a job?" Li Bing continued to ask brightly.

"My wife is still at home. My younger brothers are still in school," Zhou Shuren replied.

"What is your wife's education level?" Li Bing maintained the People's Party's straightforward attitude.

"She is illiterate." Zhou Shuren's tone held a rare regret. Zhou Shuren's marriage to his first wife, Zhu An, was very unfortunate. At that time, Zhou Shuren did not agree to this marriage, but Zhou Shuren's mother, Old Mrs. Lu, insisted that her son get married. Zhou Shuren had demanded that the woman "unbind her feet" and "study," but these requirements actually frightened the Zhu family. Zhou Shuren had said, "She is my mother's wife, not my wife. This is a gift from my mother to me. I only have an obligation to support her; love is something I do not know."

According to the old standards of evaluation, Li Bing's attitude could be described as "domineering," but these words made Zhou Shuren feel a ray of light appear before his eyes. He tentatively said: "Brother Li, my wife is already 36 years old this year."

Li Bing laughed: "Chairman Chen likes to say, live until old, learn until old, and still not learn enough. What about 36? Four years to graduate from primary school, that's only 40. Studying while working, graduating from technical school would be at most 45. Either way, she could continue working for more than a dozen years."

Hearing such candid words, Zhou Shuren didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "Brother Li, you are treating women like men."

"Oh? Old Zhou, have you heard the sayings of our little guys here? The little guys have said, in our base areas, we treat women like men, and men like livestock. Could it be that Brother Zhou made this up?" Li Bing laughed heartily after speaking.

Zhou Shuren naturally would not fabricate such a joke. Seeing Li Bing speak so frankly, Zhou Shuren was quite speechless. According to the habits of the old ruling class, Zhou Shuren praised: "I didn't expect the atmosphere of the People's Party to be so progressive."

"Everyone is a laborer, it's just a matter of understanding it sooner or later." Li Bing did not think there was anything strange about it. "I won't hide it from Brother Zhou, Chairman Chen rarely directly expresses a wish for others to join the People's Party's ranks, but Chairman Chen regards Brother Zhou highly and has mentioned this matter."

"Oh?" Zhou Shuren was very surprised by this. He and Chen Ke had only met once or twice. Apart from occasionally revealing some understanding of Zhou Shuren's family in his conversation, Chen Ke had not given any hint that he hoped Zhou Shuren would defect to the People's Party. Hearing Li Bing say this, Zhou Shuren couldn't help but be extremely astonished.

Li Bing knew that he wasn't a very skilled lobbyist at persuading others, so he spoke straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen naturally couldn't say it directly, but he mentioned you, Old Zhou, several times, feeling that you are a person who can do things and is willing to do things. How about it, do you want to come and work here with us?"

Chen Ke indeed liked Zhou Shuren very much. This liking was not directed at the "literary giant Lu Xun," but the Zhou Shuren in reality. Chen Ke's mother liked Lu Xun's articles very much. Although she didn't like Lu Xun's acerbic nature, her evaluation of Zhou Shuren was "this person is someone who tells the truth." Moreover, she extremely liked the Zhou family's upbringing. She was quite appreciative of the sentence Zhou Shuren's father said when he died: "What?... Don't shout... No..." And Lu Xun's article "Village Opera" was often taken out by Chen Ke's mother as a standard course for Chen Ke's moral conduct and social handling.

Zhou Shuren's mother took her children to her maiden home. She didn't dare to cause trouble for others at all, so Zhou Shuren couldn't go to see the opera with the other children. When he was "anxious to the point of crying," his mother "tried her best to admonish me, saying that I absolutely could not put on an act, fearing it would make Grandmother angry again, and she wouldn't allow me to go with others, saying she was afraid Grandmother would worry."

"In doing things, you must suit others. If you can't suit others, they will naturally be unhappy, and there is fundamentally no basis for cooperation. As a natural person, you can of course shout loudly, but a human is after all an existence within a society. As a social person, you must endure." That was how Chen Ke's mother educated Chen Ke at that time. Even though Chen Ke was a big bastard at that time, he had to admit that these words were correct.

Chen Ke's mother's education did not stop there. For her unbearably mischievous son, Chen Ke's mother had really exhausted her efforts.

"Chen Ke, Lu Xun wrote, 'That day I didn't fish for shrimp, and I ate very little. Mother was very troubled and couldn't think of a way. By dinner time, Grandmother finally noticed, and said I should be unhappy, that they were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests.' Look, Lu Xun was a small child, yet no matter how unhappy he was, he endured it and didn't show it. He endured until evening, estimating that if he continued to endure, this trip to the village opera would be ruined, and only then did he show it. Only then did his grandmother discover that for Lu Xun, this day had been hard to pass, but he still endured it. Then Lu Xun's grandmother said that Lu Xun should be unhappy, that they were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests."

Chen Ke had said perfunctorily at the time, that as a small child, Chen Ke naturally felt that Lu Xun's grandmother was really reasonable.

Chen Ke's mother looked at her son's expression and knew what her son was thinking. She laughed: "Chen Ke, you definitely think Lu Xun's grandmother is reasonable, but now modify this text for me. Flip the words of Lu Xun's mother and Lu Xun's grandmother. Change it now."

Following his mother's words, Chen Ke only made slight modifications and then couldn't help but laugh out loud. Chen Ke's mother also couldn't help but laugh loudly, "Look, if Lu Xun's mother saw her son unhappy and said Lu Xun should be unhappy, that the country folk were too slighting, which was never in the rites of treating guests. And Lu Xun's grandmother said, saying Lu Xun was putting on an act, that doing so would make Grandmother angry, and wouldn't allow Lu Xun to go with others, saying Grandmother would worry. Wouldn't that be a pair of bastards? How could one live like that! Look, Lu Xun was a social person from a young age."

It was a pity that even though Chen Ke knew what a bastard looked like, he himself remained a standard bastard. Even if he didn't dare to do such bastard things, it was only because Chen Ke knew that the result of doing such bastard things would greatly harm his own interests. It did not mean that Chen Ke himself had broken free from such bastard thinking and become a social person. It wasn't until after he traveled through time and started the revolution that Chen Ke gradually broke free from such vulgar tastes.

So Chen Ke appreciated Zhou Shuren considerably. Plus, Chen Ke had also become a father himself. In order to educate his own daughter, Chen Ke had to think of various stories, so he couldn't help but mention a few more words about Zhou Shuren.

Since Chen Ke had mentioned it, the comrades below couldn't completely turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to it. Li Bing was also one of those in the know. Meeting Zhou Shuren this time, he naturally couldn't let go of the opportunity to recruit him.

How could Zhou Shuren not hear Li Bing's meaning? But he changed the topic: "Brother Li, I wonder why you refuse to let the Beiyang Army off? At any rate, Wu Peifu also has merit in resisting Japan."

Li Bing laughed heartily: "Old Zhou, without investigation there is no right to speak. We told them seven days ago that we could help them treat the wounded. Wu Peifu wanted to talk about political correctness and resolutely disagreed. We then proposed establishing a joint field hospital in a neutral location, but Wu Peifu still wouldn't agree. We couldn't just fight our way over to snatch the wounded."

Zhou Shuren sighed after hearing this. He certainly wouldn't be foolish enough to question why the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't send people to the Beiyang Army camp to practice medicine. But Zhou Shuren still couldn't help but ask: "At present, as far as I can see, many seriously wounded people need blood transfusions..."

"There's no other way, we have to rely on blood donations from our base areas. Before this battle, the Party members, troops, organ personnel, and workers in the Shandong base area had already donated blood. After the Battle of Qingdao, a portion was left. If these are still not enough, we can only mobilize the soldiers to donate blood. Fortunately, as the founder of the blood donation system, Chairman Chen takes the lead in donating blood every six months, and the comrades in the Central Committee also follow suit. At any rate, there is no particular resistance to blood donation throughout the base area." Li Bing said very helplessly.

Hearing these words, Zhou Shuren's expression became solemn. Leaving aside the evaluation of the advanced level of the blood donation system, simply the fact that the high-level officials of the People's Party could build a tradition of blood donation under Chen Ke's leadership was enough to make Zhou Shuren feel deep respect. In the Party lessons of the previous medical training system, the People's Party did not brag about the leading role of Chen Ke and others.

After a moment of silence, Zhou Shuren said: "Brother Li, I will stay in Rizhao for a while. Regarding your kind invitation, I really cannot agree at present. I cannot quite accept the People's Party's platform."

Li Bing saw there was a chance to persuade Zhou Shuren, so he answered enthusiastically: "Our People's Party's platform is very simple: combining Marx's core concepts with Chinese practice. Brother Zhou might as well read the article 'The Communist Manifesto.' All the basic content is in it."

"Then what exactly does 'The Communist Manifesto' say?" Zhou Shuren asked.

"65 years ago, Marx wrote the English edition of 'The Communist Manifesto' and officially published it. In 'The Communist Manifesto,' Marx told us that this world has irreversibly entered the era of heavy industry. The characteristics of the era of heavy industry are globalization, trade liberalization, economic globalization, and cultural globalization. Among all industrial countries, a process of urbanization has arisen. In such an irreversible era of industrialization, in order to adapt to the process of industrialization, we must establish a new institutional system and moral system. Chairman Chen wrote the article 'The Communist Manifesto and China's Industrialization,' which describes how to read the Communist Manifesto. It involves foreign cultural and historical characteristics; at the current stage, these can all be completely set aside first. It won't be too late to understand them when there is time later. If one is not a comrade working in foreign affairs, it doesn't even matter if one doesn't understand them. What needs to be looked at is the discussion in 'The Communist Manifesto' on heavy industrialization, as well as the corresponding new institutional system and new moral system. Nothing is accomplished in one move. For China, the first thing is to establish a socialist system based on industrialization. Revolution is the process of constantly eliminating privilege. In this process, the Chinese people gradually gain their own liberation. Chairman Chen even opposes the view that communism can be established by physically eliminating the bourgeoisie. He firmly supports Marx's view that communism does not deprive anyone of the power to appropriate social products; it only deprives the power to use this appropriation to enslave the labor of others."

Zhou Shuren felt that the People's Party's attitude when facing the enemy could only be described as murderous. Hearing Li Bing say that Chen Ke "opposes the view that communism can be established by physically eliminating the bourgeoisie" was quite contrary to Zhou Shuren's impression. And the last sentence undoubtedly aroused Zhou Shuren's great interest.

"Communism does not deprive anyone of the power to appropriate social products; it only deprives the power to use this appropriation to enslave the labor of others?" Zhou Shuren couldn't help but ask.

"That's right. Communism does not oppose owning private property, but it opposes using private capital to enslave others. Even if we cannot yet achieve the elimination of the existence of private capital at present, we will absolutely not allow private capital to act wildly as it does now. I know Brother Zhou definitely sympathizes with the landlords and gentry; as a person from Zhejiang, it's impossible for you not to think so. But, which landlord or gentry member has not used the appropriation of land, this capital in their hands, to enslave the labor of others? You can think about it." Li Bing finished speaking and went out for a trip first. When he came back, he was already holding a small booklet with the five characters "Communist Manifesto" written on the cover.
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In the China of 1914, no one other than the People's Party could understand the concept of industrialization. Even Zhou Shuren, intelligent as he was, could not do so; after all, he did not live in an industrial age, which left him without even a foundation for imagination.

Zhou Shuren could not understand the content expounded in *The Communist Manifesto* at all. Even words that could universally resonate with humanity, such as "liberation," "opposition," and "freedom," though seemingly impassioned, were actually empty talk to him. That was Marx speaking to Europe in 1848; it had no meaning for China, which was still an agricultural country. Even though Zhou Shuren had always valued scholarship, he was completely bewildered when reading the history of European thought written by Marx.

For example: "German philosophers, would-be philosophers, and beaux esprits (men of letters), eagerly seized on this literature, only forgetting that when these writings immigrated from France into Germany, French social conditions had not immigrated along with them. In contact with German social conditions, this French literature lost all its immediate practical significance and assumed a purely literary aspect. Thus, to the German philosophers of the Eighteenth Century, the demands of the first French Revolution were nothing more than the demands of 'Practical Reason' in general, and the utterance of the will of the revolutionary French bourgeoisie signified, in their eyes, the laws of pure Will, of Will as it was bound to be, of true human Will generally. The work of the German literati consisted solely in bringing the new French ideas into harmony with their ancient philosophical conscience, or rather, in annexing the French ideas without deserting their own philosophic point of view."

Guys like Chen Ke, who came from an industrial age and had the time to read a lot of related books just to brag to others, could probably understand what had happened. Zhou Shuren had no conditions to understand what this passage was talking about. Moreover, for the current Chen Ke, what he valued was the attitude of Marxist materialist dialectics: "In contact with German social conditions, this French literature lost all its immediate practical significance and assumed a purely literary aspect."

As for the massive tomes of the Germans, when Chen Ke read Nietzsche, he could barely manage to be patient, but when he saw Kant's stuff, Chen Ke felt that the torture he suffered was only slightly better than discrete mathematics. The first part of discrete mathematics, about how to determine true and false propositions, was the only thing that could make Chen Ke fall asleep just by looking at it.

If Chen Ke, who had received a full modern education, was like this, then Zhou Shuren, who had no such educational background at all, was even less likely to appreciate what these words were saying. Therefore, after Zhou Shuren finished reading *The Communist Manifesto* in a fog, he felt his eyes light up when he saw Chen Ke's corresponding manuscript on the manifesto.

"There are many paths for China's future, but the only path to survival is to implement industrialization in China." Chen Ke's article was very blunt, cutting straight to the chase from the start. "China's problem is fundamentally not about monarchy or republic, nor is it about national character as some people bullshit about. Only an industrial country can defeat an industrial country; as an agricultural country, China cannot defeat an industrial country no matter what. An industrial country does not just have dozens or hundreds of factories; the industrialization promoted by an industrial country is a lifestyle, a cultural system, a brand-new social system and moral system. If we cannot understand that the whole world has irreversibly entered the industrial age, if we think that China's failure is merely because our weapons are inferior to the enemy's, if we only think that foreigners are more barbaric than China, instead of realizing that an agricultural country has a comprehensive and systemic disadvantage compared to an industrial country, then we cannot save China no matter what. To save China, to save ourselves, there is no other way but to start the process of China's industrialization."

Although the beginning was a call to arms that sounded like bragging, what followed combined the arguments of *The Communist Manifesto* and was quite practical. An industrial country is a social model that combines every laborer with the entire social production. Any private ownership of means of production that restricts activities to a designated area will hinder industrial development. This was the theoretical basis for Chen Ke explaining why state ownership of land must be implemented.

Zhou Shuren finally completely understood why the People's Party was so "ruthless" towards landlords and the gentry. In the political philosophy of the People's Party, there was absolutely no living space for private land owners. This was not a matter of personal like or dislike, but a matter of basic political philosophy.

Regarding China's existing national industry, Chen Ke's attitude was very simple. If small producers could survive under the impact of the People's Party's large-scale industrialization, they naturally had a reason to exist, and there was no need to forcibly eliminate them. If they could not survive, the People's Party had no reason to lend them a hand either. It was an inevitable process for small capital to be crushed by large-scale industrial production. Chen Ke quoted Marx's original words: "You reproach us, us Communists, with desiring to abolish the right of personally acquiring property as the fruit of a man's own labor, which property is alleged to be the groundwork of all personal freedom, activity and independence. Hard-won, self-acquired, self-earned property! Do you mean the property of petty artisan and of the small peasant, a form of property that preceded the bourgeois form? There is no need to abolish that; the development of industry has to a great extent already destroyed it, and is still destroying it daily."

As for the literati class, Chen Ke revealed the fullest contempt in his words: "Industrialized society has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage laborers. In the future era of universal compulsory education in China, all labor is merely labor, and every position is the result of competition and selection. Those guys who think they are noble just because they have read a few sentences and recognized a few characters, who think they can ride roughshod over other laborers, will either become vassals of foreign or Chinese bourgeoisie, or they will all fall into the garbage dump of losers in the cruel industrial competition."

"There will definitely be a bunch of guys who cling to the past and refuse to let go, shouting that dignity is lost and public morality is not what it used to be. But the complete leveling of the status of all laborers, where everyone becomes an equal member of society, will inevitably bring true dignity, self-worth, and a sense of responsibility to all laborers in China."

Regarding the future of China's industrialization, Chen Ke had no intention of outlining any beautiful fantasies. "The result brought by industrialization is that the entire China will feel great pain. Every step of industrial progress, besides bringing a more convenient life, will also bring repetitive mechanical labor, forcing everyone to constantly master more skills and abilities, and to integrate more into social life. All methods of survival that could still work in an agricultural society will quickly become invalid in the industrial age. Apart from becoming a social person, there is simply no other way to survive. There is the pain of being lost, the pain of encountering a strange world, and the pain of making everyone look directly at their own essential nature. The feeling industrial society gives people is a pain that may not be escapable, but without industrialization, life is worse than death. Therefore, laborers of all China, unite!!"

Reading these articles with stern wording and no tolerance, and seeing the industrial age clearly described by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren had a feeling that Chen Ke was very likely a person who had grown up in this industrial age. If he hadn't experienced this era and felt the pain brought by it, Chen Ke could never have described the industrial age so arrogantly and firmly.

What surprised Zhou Shuren was that he knew Chen Ke's attitude could be described as "mean," but he couldn't bring himself to use this word on Chen Ke no matter what. Like those outstanding people from the backbone class of the old society, Zhou Shuren was not afraid of hardship. From his childhood education, Zhou Shuren understood that pain was the eternal theme of life, and hard work was the only path in life. "Diligence is the path through the mountain of books, and bitterness is the boat across the endless sea of learning." This was not strange to true scholars.

The only thing Zhou Shuren couldn't be sure of was whether the People's Party could fulfill what they promised, or if Chen Ke had the chance to complete the ideal he constructed. In the People's Party's industrialization concept, everyone, including scholars, had to be transformed into "laborers of the industrial age." Chen Ke held an even more distrustful attitude towards scholars of the old era. " The broad masses of working people in China do not detest labor; they look forward to changing their destiny through labor. As long as the prejudice against laborers from the old era is broken, they will definitely be able to become excellent laborers. But the nature of China as an agricultural country determines that the old upper class not only has contempt for laborers but also has a deep-rooted persistence in the hierarchy. To transform this attitude and make them proud of their identity as laborers, unless the future industrial society develops to the point where these people are at the end of their rope, develops to the point where these people understand that if they don't join the ranks of laborers, they will fall into a miserable state of having no way out, otherwise it will be very difficult."

Chen Ke never cared about the attitude of old literati. History has proven that it is basically impossible to eliminate the mindset of being superior to others that these old literati cultivated under the feudal system. Moreover, the fact that the disciples and grand-disciples of these people could still set off a wave of "Republic of China Style" even in the 21st century proved the problem even more. If they could be completely excluded from the new era, the positive significance would far outweigh that little loss of manpower. If these birdmen could stand on the enemy's side and fight to the death with the People's Party, Chen Ke would be even happier.

How could Zhou Shuren not see such an attitude? But his evaluation of old literati was basically the same as Chen Ke's. The only thing he wanted to finally confirm was just one thing: where did Chen Ke's confidence come from? And this problem could not be solved without meeting Chen Ke in person.

However, Zhou Shuren was never arrogant. He could completely imagine how busy Chen Ke was now. Zhou Shuren would never imagine that time would be specially set aside for a small figure like him.

"Let's wait and see if the People's Party can implement their program first." Zhou Shuren decided to stay with the People's Party for a while longer.

Being a military doctor is a hard profession; there are many preparations to be made before the battle, and hard work to be done after the battle. In the days that followed, Zhou Shuren clearly felt the hardship of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Field Hospital. He also confirmed one thing: the People's Party's program was implemented extremely thoroughly, at least in the military hospital. Everyone only addressed each other by their duties. The young military doctors and nurses of the People's Party also had a system where they had to have a meeting every day, especially the summary meeting at night. At the meeting, they didn't complain, but only proposed methods on how to improve efficiency more effectively. What surprised Zhou Shuren was that this improvement in efficiency was accompanied by minimizing labor time as much as possible.

When the military hospital first started, there were too many wounded, and no one talked about shortening labor time. After the initial treatment ended, the hospital began to arrange time rationally, hoping to let the comrades rest well through more effective work.

Zhou Shuren knew that in the Hangzhou Hospital, everyone wanted such things, but they were never said publicly. The fact that the People's Party dared to speak openly and clearly about these issues made Zhou Shuren feel great admiration.

And the doctors of the People's Party who pursued progress also left Zhou Shuren dumbfounded. When he inspected the patients, he saw more than one doctor practicing tying knots. This was one of the necessary skills for surgery. In the People's Party's regulations, one had to tie more than 60 knots a minute to reach the standard. A surgeon in the Hangzhou Hospital who could tie 20 knots a minute would be top-notch. These doctors would sit there practicing tying knots after ward rounds or during free time at work. Zhou Shuren asked them why they tried so hard, and a young doctor smiled and replied, "I also want to be an attending physician. The next exam is coming soon."

Such an answer meant that the People's Party's medical system was primarily evaluated entirely through skill exams, and these exams were open to all doctors. Zhou Shuren asked about the background of this young doctor, and the answer he got was: "I am from Lijiapu, Shouzhou, Anhui. My parents are both farmers."

Here in the People's Party, children of farmers could become doctors. This fact was enough to prove too many things. At least Zhou Shuren knew very well that less than 10 years ago, none of the people around Zhou Shuren studying Western medicine were children from poor families.



★


Selection and Being Selected Part 8

Volume 5 - Chapter 52

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 52 Selection and Being Selected (Part 8)

Zhou Shuren originally thought he would stay in Rizhao for a while, but unexpectedly, with a single order from the People's Party, the field hospital and the wounded were all loaded onto trains and transported to Qingdao. Zhou Shuren himself had already decided to stay behind for now; he just hoped the medical team from Hangzhou Hospital could return smoothly. Everyone has their own aspirations; the medical team had already done their best here, and the doctors and nurses all had the intention of returning to Zhejiang.

"Director Li, what are these wounded being transported to Qingdao for?" It was impossible for Zhou Shuren to say straight away that he wanted to leave.

"Not all of them are going to Qingdao. After reaching the Jiaoji Line, they will turn directly towards Jinan and hand these wounded over to the Beiyang side," Li Bing replied. This was a tradition of the People's Party. Because they had families in Hebei, very few Beiyang Army officers and soldiers would surrender to the People's Party. In order to expand the influence of the People's Party's policy of "preferential treatment of captives," the wounded were all sent back to the Beiyang side.

After listening to Li Bing's introduction, Zhou Shuren continued to ask, "Director Li, I wonder if our medical team can be sent back first?"

"That group of volunteers can be sent back first. But the people from the medical team should not go back for the time being." Li Bing's expression was quite serious.

"Why?" Zhou Shuren was very puzzled. Since there were no wounded to treat, forcing the medical team to stay was meaningless. The People's Party did not lack these few doctors, nor did it lack the skills of these people.

"The news from above ordered this. The reason was not stated very clearly, but it roughly says that Mr. Cai is preparing to conduct a purge within the Guangfu Society." Li Bing replied somewhat hesitantly.

"A purge?" Zhou Shuren immediately became tense. He remembered when he came, Cai Yuanpei's trusted aide Wu Yutang kept demanding that Zhou Shuren "draw a clear line" with the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society.

Li Bing nodded, "Since the higher-ups say so, there should be such a thing, but I am not very clear about the more specific details. The higher-ups said this matter is very complex and involves many forces. Many of you are from Western Zhejiang, and I'm afraid it's not very appropriate to go back now, so we are asked to forcibly keep you here. We have absolutely no malicious intent, but since there is such an order, we must execute it."

Zhou Shuren fell silent. This news was too unexpected. "Who exactly is involved in this matter?"

Li Bing said comfortingly, "I don't know about this either, but it shouldn't be some small figure. Brother Zhou, it's useless for you to be anxious. It's just right to take this opportunity to exchange medical skills well with the colleagues from Hangzhou Hospital. Don't waste time."

This suggestion couldn't be called bad. Zhou Shuren responded with a bitter smile. He knew Li Bing could only tell him this much, but Zhou Shuren felt very uneasy about who the "big shot involved in the Guangfu Society purge" was. One could understand with a little thought that if there was a big shot involved, it would likely be Yuan Shikai. But Zhou Shuren clearly felt that the matter was definitely not that simple.

The big shot supporting Cai Yuanpei's purge was indeed not just Yuan Shikai. The British had put in great effort this time in promoting the southern provinces to join the anti-People's Party alliance. Even before Japan's defeat, the British side had attempted to contact Cai Yuanpei, the Speaker of the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly and President of the Guangfu Society.

This change came from the British investigation into the People's Party's railway system. Ever since the People's Party seized Qingdao, they had detained all Germans and taken over German assets. Among them were a batch of industrial enterprises such as the Sifang Locomotive and Rolling Stock Works, and there was no lack of personnel like railway experts. As for the German railway design drawings, not a single one escaped. The British originally didn't care about this; it was only right and proper for the defeated to be controlled by the victors. It wasn't until the People's Party effectively began operating these factories and controlled railways in a short period that the British began to become alert. After investigation, the British found that the People's Party did not lack students who had studied in Germany. Among the heads of the People's Party's industrial departments, quite a few had experience studying in Germany. Obviously, the People's Party was absorbing and digesting German railway technology.

After the People's Party formally expressed their intention to expel British influence, the British began a comprehensive investigation of the People's Party's strength. When they analyzed the People's Party's railway power, the British were stunned. Centered on the four coal and iron complex industrial bases of Hanyang Iron and Steel Group, Maanshan Iron and Steel Group, Zaozhuang Iron and Steel Group, and Hefei Iron and Steel Group, the People's Party was building railways at an astonishing speed. These areas were originally inland, where British influence did not penetrate deeply, and intelligence processing capabilities were insufficient. When the People's Party's railway system was aggregated, the British discovered that there were over 2,000 kilometers of railways known to be completed and open to traffic alone. The railways under construction exceeded 6,000 kilometers. The railways of this era certainly did not have the level of the 21st century; the technical content was not high, and construction was relatively easy. The British certainly wouldn't think to compare these railways vertically with 21st-century railways they hadn't seen either. But the British understood one thing very well: the role of railways for the inland.

Inland transport is inconvenient. If one studies the routes of the People's Party's railways, one can discover that the People's Party's railway construction is very utilitarian and practical. Either connecting important iron and steel bases with important cities, or connecting important cities with important grain-producing areas. Building railways requires a large amount of grain. The People's Party used huge manpower to connect grain-producing areas. Leaving aside the military role, just the grain consumption saved in transportation alone was enough to feed over a hundred thousand railway builders.

After confirming this news, the British faces turned green. One reason they were originally not too enthusiastic about supporting Yuan Shikai was that the British actually didn't believe the People's Party really possessed an army of over one million. At least based on direct and indirect contact between the British and the People's Party, the British believed the People's Party's total troop strength was at a level between 200,000 and 300,000. Yuan Shikai repeatedly said the People's Party had 800,000 troops, but the British didn't believe it. Because Yuan Shikai told the British that most of these 800,000 troops were in the countryside. The British Legation felt Yuan Shikai was looking down on British intelligence. Troops stationed in the countryside were a big joke. They even thought Yuan Shikai counted the People's Party's local tax collectors as troops.

After confirming the People's Party's railway construction and counting in the People's Party Railway Corps provided by Yuan Shikai, the British finally really believed Yuan Shikai wasn't wrong. To build over 2,000 kilometers of railways within a short two or three years, it was impossible without 200,000 people, and these 200,000 people must be able-bodied laborers. Although they didn't know how the so-called "Railway Corps" was trained, in Britain, 200,000 able-bodied men building railways could go to the battlefield with rifles and a little training. Moreover, the British this time also believed in the People's Party's "Engineering Corps" mentioned by Yuan Shikai. In the investigation targeting Huaihai Province, the British found the People's Party dredging canals, building dams, and constructing irrigation channels. These things were not work that could be completed by Chinese peasants farming the land. Since there was the matter of the Railway Corps before, the British no longer dared to treat the People's Party's "Engineering Corps" as non-existent.

Calculating in a quite conservative way, the number of People's Party Engineering Corps would also exceed 100,000. 100,000 Engineering Corps, 200,000 Railway Corps, 300,000 Field Army and defense troops, the total number was also at a level above 600,000. This was double the number the British originally thought. The current number of the Beiyang Army was just approaching 1.2 million. There was still a distance of 600,000 from the 1.8 million troops Yuan Shikai expected. With the combat effectiveness displayed by the People's Party, the British didn't think these 1.2 million Beiyang troops were opponents of the People's Party's over 600,000 troops.

The British originally also had a psychological bottom line. If the People's Party fought into Hebei, this was the British psychological bottom line. At that time, they believed they must start doing something to Beiyang, either support or abandon. Now the British discovered that the reason the People's Party didn't attack into Hebei but turned to attack Hunan was not that the People's Party was insatiable or lacked troops. It was that the People's Party was making comprehensive preparations. When the railway system and logistics system could project the People's Party's 600,000 troops into Hebei for combat, what Beiyang would face would be an irresistible devastating torrent.

After confirming the deduction results, Sir Humphrey immediately expressed that they might as well abandon Beiyang. Since it was impossible for Beiyang to have a chance of winning no matter what, then either release the Japanese, or the British implement comprehensive intimidation against the People's Party. Or try to maintain the situation as much as possible, and after the war in Europe ends, the British would return to Asia with the prestige of victory to beat the People's Party to pieces.

But other personnel of the Legation did not support this. Britain was not optimistic about the expectation of the future war. Originally Britain thought Germany could only last for half a year at most. After the Battle of the Marne, Britain thought defeating Germany would probably take a year and a half later. With the People's Party's current performance of frantically building railways, a year and a half later, let alone Beiyang, they would probably have been annihilated. Even if Beiyang was not annihilated, the People's Party's railway construction mileage should exceed 6,000 kilometers. The Germans fully utilized railways to mobilize troops and implemented interior lines movement in the Franco-Prussian War, so they defeated the French army.

The People's Party is a local snake in China. With sufficient railways as transportation tools, how many people would the British have to send to China to defeat the People's Party which can produce weapons and ammunition itself?

So currently, it is no longer a question of how to support Beiyang, but a question of how to treat the People's Party. The British Legation has long ceased to regard Chen Ke as an uneducated and uncultured Chinese native rebel. They now also admit that the People's Party led by Chen Ke can be considered a very alternative "quasi-industrial nation political organization." Such an organization can only become stronger and stronger with time. The British Legation no longer dares to be arrogant about this. If time is given to the People's Party, the price Britain has to pay to strike the People's Party can only be greater and greater. Whether to negotiate peace with the People's Party or strangle the People's Party in its infancy, the British found that time was not on their side.

So after a long discussion, the British decided to first try to form an anti-People's Party alliance, and then talk about future steps.
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"The Japanese Minister requests an audience!" The guard at the British Legation passed the message inside.

Since Japan's defeat in Qingdao, the Japanese Minister had been quiet for a few days. The British Minister could imagine that during those days, Japan was frantically trying to find a way out of its predicament. Japan seemed to have come up with a solution, as the Japanese cabinet met with the British Minister to Japan, demanding that the British honor the terms of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and launch a military strike against the People's Party.

Britain found Japan's request rather laughable. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a collar Britain had placed around Japan's neck. A dog wearing a collar belongs to its master; in no way was it the dog's turn to command the master. After the Japanese were defeated by the Beiyang forces in Rizhao, Britain was re-evaluating Beiyang's combat effectiveness. Before a final assessment was made, the British Minister to China could not give Japan any reply.

"Tell the Japanese Minister I have no time to receive visitors recently," the British Minister replied crisply.

The Japanese Minister was not surprised to be given the cold shoulder. A loser has no right to negotiate terms; this is a fundamental element of diplomacy. Losing first to the People's Party and then to Beiyang had a tremendous impact on Japanese diplomacy. In fact, it wasn't just the British side; even the Beiyang side unhesitatingly shut the door on Japan. Just a month ago, when the Japanese Minister sought an audience with the Beiyang side, they were all smiles and absolutely dared not be so rude.

"Those useless Army horse manure!" The Japanese Minister cursed inwardly as he resentfully sat back in his carriage.

Facing this defeat, a monstrous wave had risen within Japan. Modern warfare is a very expensive endeavor. Before this war, Japan was full of confidence. The People's Party, an organization established less than eight years ago, could not possibly be a match for the Great Japanese Empire. Britain's tacit consent and Beiyang's acquiescence gave Japan diplomatic victories that made them feel this was an excellent omen.

It wasn't that no one was worried about this war beforehand. For example, Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo had expressed his opposition quite implicitly: "The People's Party was able to make Britain and Beiyang make concessions to Japan in a very short time. Will our war with the People's Party be pulling chestnuts out of the fire for others?"

This meritorious official, who had realized five bond issuances for Japan during the Russo-Japanese War, cutting off Russia's funding sources and forcing Russia into severe failure in the economic war and into bankruptcy, did not dare underestimate the People's Party in the slightest. "Although the People's Party is located in China's interior, it can strike against the United States in our country's important export industry—raw silk. This shows that the People's Party is not isolated and helpless."

But this admonition not only failed to stop the war, it actually fanned the emotions of the war supporters. "If we cannot defeat the People's Party as soon as possible, when will our raw silk exports recover? The land and population China possesses are not something our Japan can compare with. Just the People's Party's controlled areas can almost satisfy the entire demand of the United States. Without breaking the United States' fantasy about the People's Party through war, our silk industry has no way out."

"Shandong's rights and interests originally belonged to Germany and were stolen by the People's Party through war. Only by defeating the People's Party can we seize the rights and interests in Shandong." Prime Minister Okuma Shigenobu's supporter, the Army Minister, stated toughly. This time the Army requested an increase of two divisions. All forces supporting the Navy expressed opposition, while the Army Ministry urgently needed a victory to prove its capabilities.

The operational plan against the People's Party was finally finalized. The supporters from various factions had different goals: some believed in seizing the industrialized city of Qingdao to increase Japan's power; some believed that after seizing Qingdao, they could take advantage of the momentum to expand interests in Shandong; others believed it was necessary to strike at the People's Party's raw silk trade. Ultimately, these were all because Japan's economic situation had taken a sharp downturn in the last three years. The already terrible economy was greatly affected by the competition from the People's Party, especially after the fixed-quota trade agreement signed between the People's Party and Britain dominated the East Asian trade system.

War, war, war. Japan had seized immense profits through war after war. So, to solve the current predicament, war was already the best choice. In order to fight this Qingdao campaign well, Japan spent nearly 100 million yen and mobilized two Class A divisions from the Navy and Army. It cannot be said that Japan made the mistake of underestimating the enemy.

But wars have winners and losers. Japan had won every war in the past. But this war ended in an extremely humiliating situation. The Kyushu Division had over 17,000 killed or captured; the combat troops were almost completely wiped out. The Sendai Division had over 5,000 killed, but fortunately, with the cover of the Navy, they managed to retreat, unlike the Kyushu Division which was annihilated in one fell swoop. Losing to the People's Party might be excused as not knowing the enemy well enough, but losing to Beiyang was completely unacceptable to everyone in Japan. Beiyang was the successor to the Manchu Qing, and the Beiyang Army was a "Chinese Army" through and through. How could the Great Japanese Empire's Army lose to a Chinese Army?

The carriage wheels made a rumbling sound. Whenever the Japanese Minister thought of this defeat, his heart felt as painful as if it were being squeezed. The Army's "horse manure" actually managed to get an entire division wiped out. The Minister thought that a few deaths were nothing, but the entire division's equipment was lost completely. In Rizhao, the Japanese army had also looted a bit, but the People's Party had long since taken people and supplies clean away. It was said that the largest-scale destructive action the Japanese army carried out was smashing all the glass windows in Rizhao with rifle butts. They also transported a few dozen tons of steel bars and hundreds of tons of cement. The looting operation hadn't gone on for a few days before the Japanese army left behind several thousand corpses in Rizhao and fled onto ships in disgrace. The division's artillery had to blow up their cannons to escape.

The Navy felt even more aggrieved. Hundreds of casualties were nothing compared to the Army, but the shells fired were already worth a fortune. But compared to two battleships being hit and over ten warships sunk or damaged, just the repair costs would be at least several million yen. The total loss would likely exceed ten million. The Navy's losses were not necessarily any less than the Army's.

To shirk responsibility, the Navy and Army accused each other, even pushing the blame onto the Minister to China. The Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry reached a rare consensus, both believing that the intelligence department led by the Minister to China operated ineffectively and provided intelligence with major errors, which was one of the major reasons for the defeat. The Minister to China was a man sent by the Navy. He could understand the Army "horse manure" talking nonsense, but it was really too heartbreaking for the Navy Ministry to talk trash.

Because of this defeat, the Okuma Shigenobu cabinet, which had only been in power for a year, fell. No one was willing to take over as the next Prime Minister. The Saionji Kinmochi cabinet in 1911, the Katsura Taro cabinet in 1912, the Yamamoto Gonnohyoe cabinet in 1913, and the Okuma Shigenobu cabinet in 1914—Japan had four cabinets in four years, and now it had even reached the point where no one was willing to take over the cabinet.

Thinking of the domestic situation, the Japanese Minister felt his heart ache even more. Relying on wars that gambled the nation's destiny time and again, Japan had managed to reach its current position in an era fraught with crises. But with just one failed war, Japan faced a massive crisis. Did Japan's luck end here?

The feeling of heartache and chest tightness became stronger. The Japanese Minister took out some Compound Danshen Dripping Pills, put a few grains in his mouth, and in less than two minutes, the pain in his heart was greatly eliminated. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills were also Chinese goods, or more accurately, a product of the People's Party. This newly risen political force was rising at a terrifying speed, not just in military affairs, but in technology, culture, and medicine. Now everyone knew that Chen Ke was a chemist and a pharmacologist. Even now, the "914" produced by the People's Party had a very good reputation in Asia. It even sold well in the Indian market. So the few new drugs launched by Chen Ke also sold very well in the world market. Under the leadership of such a prodigy, the People's Party's power was becoming stronger at an unprecedented speed, so strong that Japan had no way to deal with the People's Party.

Of course, this Japanese Minister did not know the actual situation of the People's Party, so he overestimated Chen Ke. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills was actually an old Chinese medicine. Chen Ke came from a chemistry background, and many of his classmates and brothers worked in medicine. When drinking and bragging, he had heard his brothers talk about so-called proprietary Chinese medicine knowledge. Traditional Chinese Medicine focuses on practice and efficacy. After the liberation, the development of proprietary Chinese medicine went through a series of processes: decoctions (boiling medicine), large honeyed pills (mixed various drug ingredients, crushed, mixed with honey and kneaded, sealed with wax), granules (Chinese medicine boiled, vacuum distilled to remove water, added sugar to make granules), sugar-free granules (further purification of decoctions), and dripping pills. The core point is the step-by-step concentration of active ingredients.

The main ingredients of Compound Danshen Dripping Pills are Danshen (Salvia miltiorrhiza), Sanqi (Panax notoginseng), and Borneol. When Chen Ke engaged in the People's Party's pharmaceutical industry, he hoped to have fist products. Seeing this formula, he felt extremely familiar with it, so he directly had it boiled and concentrated, then added glycerin. Glycerin is a common drug for soothing cardiovascular vessels. The People's Party's oleochemical industry certainly did not lack glycerin. As for the drugs originally boiled from Danshen, Sanqi, and Borneol, these three ingredients required large-scale planting of the corresponding plants. Borneol required camphor trees, so the People's Party handed this project over to the Forestry School for research. The vast working masses lacked practice the least, and camphor tree planting was relatively successful. Not only was the supply of Borneol guaranteed, but the production of Fengyoujing (Essential Balm) and Cooling Oil, which use camphor, was also guaranteed.

The People's Party's medical system for the masses had countless users and experimenters, so drug testing was also guaranteed. After a large number of experiments and repeated improvements, once the Compound Danshen Dripping Pills came out in 1912, they caused a huge sensation in the world. It was hailed as a specific drug for treating heart disease. 914, Compound Danshen Dripping Pills, Fengyoujing, and Cooling Oil all sold well in industrial countries around the world. There were millions of pounds in profit a year. Compound Danshen Dripping Pills were products of the army pharmaceutical factory, and since the Chinese medicine ingredients were complex and difficult to analyze, the People's Party dared to sell them in large quantities without fear of others counterfeiting them.

This behavior, which could almost be described as swindling, turned into foreign admiration for Traditional Chinese Medicine because of the drug's efficacy. Moreover, foreigners had always had a reverence for herbal medicine, even in the 21st century. Chen Ke's deceptive behavior was a huge success. Taking the People's Party's medicine temporarily cured the physical pain of the Japanese Minister, but it aggravated the pain in his heart. Japan lacked these products that the People's Party could sell in large quantities, so its industrialization speed could never pick up. The Japanese Minister was a knowledgeable figure; he had clearly felt the trend of China's re-emergence, and the Japanese Minister understood very well that China's re-emergence meant Japan's decline. It had been hard to reach today's position and become Britain's collaborator in the Far East. If it were suppressed by China again, Japan would never have a day to turn over.

*Or I could suggest to the domestic government to find a way to physically eliminate Chen Ke.* The Japanese Minister could only come up with such a solution. In the Japanese Minister's view, the rise of the People's Party depended entirely on Chen Ke's personal outstanding qualifications and abilities. If Chen Ke were removed, the overall power of the People's Party would be lost by at least half. Since the Japanese Navy held absolute dominance in the Far East, even if the matter were exposed, it would not allow Japan to suffer a blow from the People's Party. The greatly weakened People's Party would inevitably be destroyed under the strikes of Britain, Beiyang, and Japan. At that time, Japan could still obtain huge benefits. Having determined this idea, the Japanese Minister began to brew a report to the domestic government.

The Beiyang government at this time could be described as smug. Wu Peifu's Beiyang Fourth Army suffered over 50% casualties but repelled the Japanese army in Rizhao. This proved that in terms of land warfare, the Beiyang Army was superior to Japan. The British attitude changed immediately. Although Wu Peifu retreated onto the fleet and ran away before the People's Party's siege, Beiyang knew that such a retreat was not enough to lower their weight in the eyes of the British. Anyway, the British would not think that the current Beiyang could really defeat the People's Party.

As the strategist, Gu Weijun naturally became a new dignitary of Beiyang. Yuan Shikai appointed Gu Weijun as the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, concurrently serving as a senior advisor to the Presidential Secretariat. This arrangement was firstly to reward Gu Weijun for his achievements, and secondly to protect Gu Weijun. "The wind will destroy the tree that stands out in the forest." If a 26-year-old young man suddenly gained real power in a short period of time, the result was destined to be tragic. Countless people would try to pull Gu Weijun off his horse in actual work no matter what. Yuan Shikai had not only encountered such attacks countless times, but he himself was also proficient in playing with these means. As a senior advisor to the Presidential Secretariat, Gu Weijun had to often accompany Yuan Shikai to attend various meetings and experience various talks. This was also an important step in gradual cultivation.

For the next direction, Gu Weijun's suggestion was very simple. "Join the Entente Powers and undertake obligations within our capabilities."

Military victory in Rizhao did not mean that Beiyang could really completely overwhelm Japan. Beiyang knew this, and the British knew it too. Once Japan recovered, they would definitely continue to oppose Beiyang. After proving Beiyang's strength, if they wanted to maintain this image of victory against Japan, nothing was better than not participating in war anymore. The best way not to participate in war was to join the Entente Powers. With the fierce war in Europe right now, once they joined the Entente Powers, Britain would absolutely not allow countries under the Entente banner to fight each other. At that time, they could use British power to avoid a new Sino-Japanese war.

Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had nearly 20,000 casualties out of 40,000 men. It was only because Wu Peifu trained soldiers strictly and managed them effectively that the Fourth Army persisted until the end. According to internal battle reports, the Beiyang Army also almost collapsed twice, and it was Wu Peifu personally commanding the supervising team that held the line. Even so, under the fierce shelling of the Japanese Navy, the Beiyang Army ultimately could not continue fighting. This allowed the Sendai Division to calmly board ships and retreat. So Beiyang actually didn't want to continue fighting either. When able to get off the donkey along the slope, Yuan Shikai naturally agreed.

At this time, the title of "Senior Advisor" showed its effect. Some high-ranking Beiyang officials tried to provoke Gu Weijun, hoping this ignorant brat would act on impulse. Gu Weijun was smart enough originally, and his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi had repeatedly instructed him, "Let the Great President make the decision on all matters." Gu Weijun simply said, "I am just an advisor, responsible for making suggestions. The Great President is the one to make the final decision." Those provokers had no way to deal with Gu Weijun.

Yuan Shikai certainly agreed to join the Entente Powers, but he was not in a hurry. "Then how should we talk about undertaking obligations?" he asked.

"Undertaking obligations is bargaining. What we can undertake, what we cannot undertake—talk openly with the British. If we can do it, we can do it; if we can't, we are helpless," Gu Weijun answered very crisply.

"Then what benefit is there for us?" Yuan Shikai continued to ask.

Gu Weijun answered very seriously, "Our products will have a market. Why has the People's Party's economy developed very quickly in these few years? Because their foreign trade is huge. When the People's Party talks about economics, they clearly point out that with trade comes markets. Our Beiyang is not without factories, just without markets. In the obligations we undertake, we can sell the goods the Entente Powers need. If various factories have business, they can flourish and develop. The government's tax revenue will naturally increase."

Hearing that money could be made, the eyes of the Beiyang heavy ministers lit up. These people had long wanted to get rich. If the situation was as Gu Weijun said, that they could reach a sales agreement with the British, it would really be a good opportunity to make a fortune. Rarely, this time no one made sarcastic remarks to embarrass Gu Weijun.

"Then the matter of joining the Entente Powers might as well be the responsibility of Shao-chuan," Yuan Shikai said to Tang Shaoyi. Both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun had the courtesy name Shao-chuan. But Gu Weijun would absolutely not be stupid enough to think that Yuan Shikai wanted to hand this matter over to him. So he didn't say a word.
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The British Minister expressed his delight at the Beiyang government's willingness to join the Allied Powers. Right in front of Tang Shaoyi, he ordered a telegram to be sent to London, informing the British government of this good news. He then congratulated Tang Shaoyi, praising the Beiyang government for making a choice that aligned with both justice and its own interests. Tang Shaoyi also stated that the Beiyang government would fulfill the obligations of a member state of the Allied Powers to the best of its ability. Tang Shaoyi then openly began to inquire about the situation on the European battlefield and the war status worldwide.

Diplomats were all shrewd characters; the British Minister felt a burst of appreciation for Tang Shaoyi's "posturing." In reality, everyone knew perfectly well that if the People's Party issue couldn't be resolved, Beiyang itself would face the pressure of life and death. The British Minister was waiting for Tang Shaoyi to take the initiative to talk about the war between Beiyang and the People's Party, but after waiting and waiting, Tang Shaoyi showed no intention of steering the conversation in that direction. While admiring Tang Shaoyi's composure, the British Minister also felt that Tang Shaoyi was perhaps being a bit too arrogant.

The two sides engaged in a conversation where their words didn't match their hearts. The British Minister naturally boasted about how the Allied Powers had suffered heavy losses while the Entente Powers had fought bravely and annihilated countless enemies, claiming the war should end in a short time with the complete victory of the Allied Powers. Tang Shaoyi didn't show any urgency because of this, as he truly didn't know what was actually happening on the European battlefield.

Coming out of the British Legation, Tang Shaoyi felt rare sense of relaxation. In the past, visits to the British Legation were either to protest against Britain or because Britain was trying to extort something from the Manchu government or the Beiyang government; in short, they were always very painful experiences for Tang Shaoyi. Now that the two sides were talking about cooperation calmly like friends, Tang Shaoyi suddenly felt a bit excited. In Tang Shaoyi's view, this experience was an enjoyment, a victory for Chinese diplomacy, where China had won the respect of foreign countries with its own strength.

Because he was in a good mood, when he returned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi walked into his office with a calm and unhurried demeanor. Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun was working in the office next to Tang Shaoyi's, and a group of middle-aged and young clerks were listening to Gu Weijun explain some legal issues. This was also one of Gu Weijun's main tasks recently, explaining internationally accepted laws and their characteristics to these subordinates. This knowledge could be utilized when dealing with foreign countries.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi return, Gu Weijun told everyone to go about their own business first. He entered Tang Shaoyi's office, carefully closed the door, and listened to Tang Shaoyi's experience of this trip.

After describing the British performance, Tang Shaoyi praised Gu Weijun's suggestion again, "Discussing the matter of joining the Allied Powers on its own merits seems to have had a very good effect."

Gu Weijun knew that Tang Shaoyi had lofty aspirations and a relatively noble character, hoping to achieve something significant. Therefore, even though Tang Shaoyi's words were quite far from the level of international politics, Gu Weijun did not show any negative expression. International affairs were about strength; if one couldn't prove their strength, the great powers wouldn't treat anyone as a dish on the table. Having stayed in Beiyang for a while, Gu Weijun had come to understand the habits of the current officialdom. These Beiyang bureaucrats viewed the world situation according to the habits of domestic officialdom. Domestic officialdom was about "hello, I'm good, everyone is good," and the intensity of the struggle only went as far as the opponent stepping down. Moreover, stepping down temporarily was just stepping down temporarily; the losers also had a chance to make a comeback.

It was completely different internationally. National interests were constantly colliding and competing, and friends and enemies were constantly selected based on the reality of interests. For example, even though Britain tried to form an alliance with Russia in Europe, it supported Japan in attacking Russia in the Far East. However, Russia would not completely fall out with Britain in Europe just because its interests in the Far East were damaged; European interests were fundamental to Russia.

Beiyang had undoubtedly not understood this kind of international political interest selection method that could turn clouds into rain and rain into clouds, completely disregarding human feelings and relationships, and was nakedly transactional. Compared with Beiyang, the People's Party under the leadership of Chen Ke already had such characteristics in its style of action. Taking the attitude towards Britain as an example, the People's Party had not interrupted trade with Britain up to now. After studying the People's Party's statements, Gu Weijun clearly found that the People's Party subdivided interests very precisely. The pursuit of Chinese sovereignty and the pursuit of joining the world trade system were clearly emphasized in the People's Party's statements.

In Beiyang's view, the People's Party's claim to protect the legitimate trading rights of foreign merchants was just a pretext. Gu Weijun, however, believed that both the British and he himself could see clearly that the People's Party did not want to interrupt any legitimate trade activities. It was just that the British and the People's Party had a sharp contradiction over the interest of ruling power in the Yangtze River basin. The British wanted to control the Yangtze River basin, and the People's Party also wanted to control the Yangtze River basin. Both sides had a fierce conflict around this interest.

Although this conflict had not yet been decided, Gu Weijun firmly believed that after this conflict and contradiction were completely resolved, the People's Party and the British side would still collude and cooperate due to various interests. This is the essence of international politics: there are only eternal interests, no eternal enemies.

Gu Weijun believed that Beiyang could not grasp, or even experience, this attitude of the People's Party and the British in the short term. This was a very equal relationship, "all countries are equal before strength." There was no lack of talents in Beiyang who hoped to save the country through industrialization, no lack of talents who hoped to save the country through military means, no lack of talents who hoped to save the country through education, and there was even a certain amount of talents in Beiyang who did not care much about life and death. But Beiyang simply lacked the attitude to understand equality, to understand that in this world, things had nothing to do with closeness or distance, but only with the matter itself. From the collected information, Beiyang's most powerful and dangerous enemy in China, the "People's Party," happened to adhere to this attitude of "seeking truth from facts."

After all, Tang Shaoyi was a talent; he did not lose his composure no matter how happy he was. After happily recounting this experience, Tang Shaoyi asked, "Shao-chuan, do you have any suggestions for the subsequent negotiations?"

"Don't reveal your cards," Gu Weijun answered cleanly and neatly. The advantage Beiyang currently possessed was not the kind of advantage the People's Party had. At present, the British probably believed that as long as the People's Party made a move, the People's Party had no opponent in Asia in land warfare outside the coverage of naval guns. Beiyang obviously did not have such power. At least the British obviously did not believe that Beiyang possessed such power. Then at this stage, they had to constantly give the British confidence and constantly increase common interest points with the British. Only in this way would the British support Beiyang because of themselves.

"That is to say, we should not have direct positive military conflicts with the People's Party in the near future?" Tang Shaoyi grasped the key point.

"The People's Party is currently targeting the south, especially the Yangtze River basin. At this stage, we had better strengthen the integration of the north. Before the final decisive battle breaks out, try to get Britain to support us. Father-in-law, if the People's Party disregards everything and mobilizes its forces to fight a decisive battle with us right now, do you think we can win?" Gu Weijun asked.

Tang Shaoyi fell silent. This question was difficult to answer, and also very easy to answer. The difference lay in whether one stood on the standpoint of "saving face" or "facing reality." The People's Party was currently gathering its elites to go north to attack Hebei, and the possibility of the Beiyang Army winning was not great. The difference might be how long the Beiyang Army could resist. However, the Beiyang Army currently had a strength of more than 1.2 million, and with Wu Peifu's new victory, Tang Shaoyi felt that time was needed to improve the Beiyang Army's strength and combat effectiveness.

"Father-in-law, if our army can expand to 2 million and the training level can reach the level of General Wu Peifu's subordinates, not only will we feel that we have a good chance of winning, but the British will also feel that we have a good chance of winning. Therefore, before the decisive battle is ready, our army cannot suffer any blows of failure. To put it more clearly, before the British finally support us, our army cannot have any failures." Gu Weijun gave the answer.

Tang Shaoyi was silent for a while, "Shao-chuan, why does the People's Party currently refuse to show weakness to the British, and also not fear any failure? If they were willing to show weakness to the British, I'm afraid the British would support the People's Party."

Gu Weijun replied, "Looking at the People's Party's current practices, they firmly believe that they can sweep away all opposing forces, including the British. Showing weakness at this time is meaningless."

Hearing Gu Weijun's explanation, Tang Shaoyi asked hesitantly, "Then should we explain this matter to the British?"

Gu Weijun shook his head, "Father-in-law, I don't think that's necessary. With the intelligence of the British, they can definitely see this clearly. The reason why Britain is indecisive is firstly because they still have illusions about the People's Party, or Britain is currently indecisive. After all, the People's Party has clearly stated that it will neither join the British side nor the German side. The contradiction between the People's Party and Britain is merely a contradiction between the People's Party and the British. Since this is the case, the British feel that dragging this contradiction until after the end of the European war is not bad either. At that time, the British can deal with the People's Party calmly."

Tang Shaoyi associated this with the meeting with the British Minister, where the British expressed with a confident attitude that the European war would inevitably end with a British victory. Regardless of what they said, Tang Shaoyi was truly afraid of the British in his heart. Because of this preconceived attitude, Tang Shaoyi had felt somewhat anxious at the time. After all, this "confident" attitude from the British side meant that the British might turn to support Japan. If such a situation occurred, Beiyang's huge cost for the "Rizhao Victory" would become meaningless. Listening to Gu Weijun's analysis, Tang Shaoyi felt that the British attitude was a bit "fake." The feeling of bluffing was very obvious.

To actually commit such a low-level error, the feeling of shame made Tang Shaoyi feel his face burning a little. After only a moment of silence, Tang Shaoyi asked, "Shao-chuan, do you think that if the British go to war with the People's Party now, could it be that the British cannot win against the People's Party?"

When asking this question, Tang Shaoyi's voice was very low, and he even felt somewhat ashamed. Gu Weijun didn't know how to answer this question for a moment. After a pause, Gu Weijun also replied in a low voice, "The British know this best."

These two Beiyang diplomats both understood a principle: what could not be obtained on the battlefield no matter what, was even more impossible to obtain at the negotiation table. No matter how cold the People's Party was to the British, the People's Party always had the chance to turn and defect to the British. But no matter how hard Beiyang tried, they could only stick to the British to the death. Once abandoned by the British, they would have no future to speak of. This fact was inevitably too cruel, making both Beiyang diplomats feel unable to accept it.

Just as the two Beiyang diplomats considered, the British side was no longer anxious now. Even if the People's Party remained "stubborn," with Japan's anxiety and Beiyang clearly stating it would join the Allied Powers, using the shit-stirring stick experience accumulated by Britain over several hundred years, they had determined that the situation in Asia would return to Britain's customary control track. Both Beiyang and the Japanese were bowing and scraping to compete for British support. The People's Party's firm hostile attitude guaranteed a clear division between enemy and friend. The only fly in the ointment was that the People's Party's strength was perhaps a bit excessive.

Of course, if Britain, Beiyang, and Japan joined hands and were still not the People's Party's opponent, that would also be a not bad thing. The British could follow their long-accumulated methods, decisively sell out Beiyang, turn to support the People's Party, and win over Japan. There were many ways to maintain balance; direct confrontation was merely one method of balancing.

Since there was a clear framework, the British naturally didn't need to worry anymore. The People's Party was certainly shouting about expelling British influence, but their recent performance was not as radical as their shouting. Business between the two sides continued as usual, and even when Britain could not deliver the two steel production lines ordered by the People's Party due to the war, the People's Party expressed serious understanding. At least the deposit did not need to be refunded for the time being.

Including not long ago, when the British asked the People's Party again if they were willing to join the Allied Powers group. The People's Party stated their attitude clearly, "We will not join the European war, so we will not join Britain, and even less will we join Germany."

As for the British inquiry about the contradiction between the two sides, the People's Party also answered very seriously, "China must take back all sovereignty; this is the entire key to the contradiction. If Britain is willing to cooperate in this regard, the People's Party can reach a closer alliance relationship with Britain."

The British would not agree to peacefully hand over their interests in China even if they died, but this did not mean that Britain would refuse to "acknowledge the status quo" when the situation was unfavorable. This was Britain's method of survival. No matter how passive the situation was, no matter how unbearable the situation was to read, the British would face reality and strive for Britain's maximum interests. In a certain sense, Britain was also a practitioner of "seeking truth from facts."

Since "misunderstandings and misinterpretations" no longer existed between the two sides, the British side decided that the immediate goal was to do their utmost to defeat the People's Party. The British Minister felt at ease; this was an equal enemy relationship. The British side also firmly believed that the People's Party was also doing its utmost to regain China's sovereignty at this time. The struggle between the two sides was not based on personal resentment, but merely a struggle for interests. That was all.
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"We will definitely protect the interests of the Entente Powers," the British Minister to China vowed to the French Minister to China. After finishing his pledge, the British Minister added, "Please, have some tea."

"When we went to question the People's Party about what they intend to do, they actually told us that the People's Party's march into Guangxi is China's internal affair and France has no right to interfere. I have never seen such unreasonable Chinese people." The French Minister looked ready to roar, but roaring in the British Legation would be too detrimental to a diplomat's dignity. So although the French Minister's voice was loud, it was still within the bounds of proving his sanity.

Since the British Minister had already guaranteed the interests of the Entente, he naturally wasn't willing to say much more. Listening to the French Minister's endless rambling like Xianglin Sao, the core message was that Britain must step forward to resolve the crisis France was facing. The British Minister felt extremely impatient inside. France's seizure of Annam had not relied solely on their own military force. The French army had been disastrously defeated at Zhennanguan, causing the French government to fall. It was with British "help" that the Manchu Qing were forced to agree to French control over Annam. On this point, Britain looked down on France quite a bit.

The French Minister continued excitedly, "The People's Party must withdraw from Guangxi and acknowledge that Guangxi is France's sphere of influence." As he spoke, the French Minister stared burningly at the British Minister. The French Minister naturally didn't know the mocking thoughts in the British Minister's heart, but it must be stated that even if he knew, he would pretend not to. Compared to the threat France was facing, such mockery was not worth mentioning.

The British Minister listened seriously, but his internal fluctuations were completely different from his calm exterior. The British Minister was constantly clicking his tongue in his heart at how completely unexpected the People's Party's actions were.

After the defeat at Zhennanguan, the French had unexpectedly obtained Annam. But the French were not satisfied with just Annam. The British had turned the Yangtze River valley into their sphere of influence, and the French also attempted to turn Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou into their sphere of influence. Originally, the People's Party's base areas did not border Guangxi, Yunnan, or Guizhou, so the French were not enthusiastic about the conflict between the People's Party and the British. But the People's Party did not stop after seizing Hunan. The Hunan government's armed forces were chased by the People's Party all the way into Guangxi, and the People's Party followed these defeated troops and conquered Guangxi in one stroke. After controlling Hunan, the gateway to Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou was thrown open to the People's Party. France suddenly discovered that the greedy tongue it had extended towards these three Chinese provinces had met directly with the bayonets of the People's Party.

Chen Ke could not reveal the outcome of World War I to anyone, but he knew very well that France had sent 5 million young men to the battlefield to resist the Germans, and they were basically consumed in trench warfare. Even though France surrendered in World War II to preserve its population's vitality, China still didn't take the French seriously. In the Korean War, China sent a Marshal to command the Volunteer Army. Later, during the resistance against France to aid Vietnam, China didn't even send troops, only dispatching a consultant group led by General Chen Geng to Vietnam. Commanding the Vietnamese army was enough to resolve the French army. The strategy Chen Ke established this time was similar: dispatch a consultant group and let the "Annam Liberation Army," with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as the main body, be responsible for liberating Annam. Although France's intense reaction had no realistic basis, it could not be said to be an incorrect judgment.

The People's Party's army standing directly opposite France was a huge change in the situation that the British Minister found difficult to deal with. His strategic judgment had always been that the People's Party would first choose to have a decisive showdown with the Beiyang forces before making other moves. And the fact that People's Party Chairman Chen Ke's Mobile Central Committee was recently stationed in Zhengzhou undoubtedly reinforced this view of the British Minister. The People's Party was about to have a final showdown with Beiyang. Based on such strategic judgment, the British Minister had formulated his own series of strategies.

A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. Even if the British Legation didn't know exactly how to read or write this Chinese saying, they fully understood the principle and knew how to implement it. They used a "stalling" method with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang. Since Beiyang already had the intention to join the Entente, they inevitably had requests of Britain. Dangle the carrot of "joining the Entente" in front of the Beiyang government, and the Beiyang donkey would have to obediently walk down the path.

But Beiyang neither sent people continuously to inquire with Britain nor sought information through intermediaries from the British Minister. It was as if nothing had happened; Beiyang completely restrained its actions and did not take any radical response. Britain decided to leave Beiyang out to dry for a while. Even if the British didn't act, the People's Party would press Beiyang step by step. But after nearly a month, the British were disappointed. The People's Party seemed as if nothing had happened; they neither provoked nor showed weakness in the north. Instead, in the south, the People's Party's military offensive directly dragged the French into the water. The drastic change in the situation made the British Minister feel the need to rethink his plan. He spoke some diplomatic clichés and finally managed to send the French Minister away.

Regarding the recent changes in the situation, everyone in the British Legation felt it was very thorny. Britain was an island nation after all and did not directly border Germany. France bordered Germany and was a sworn enemy, putting all its strength into the war with Germany. Britain had to support France in fighting the Germans on the front line.

"Sir Humphrey, based on your observations, how many troops can the People's Party actually commit to war?" The British Legation staff couldn't help but ask this question again. Beiyang's more than one million troops were distributed in Northeast China, Hebei, Shaanxi, Shanxi, and southern provinces like Fujian and Zhejiang. From a strategic perspective, the Beiyang army could launch a massive attack on the People's Party along a front of thousands of kilometers.

So besides the 600,000 troops of the People's Party that were already confirmed, the British side really wanted to determine the final number of People's Party troops. For example, after capturing Hunan and continuing into Guangxi this time, they had to use at least over 100,000 troops. What kind of gaps would the People's Party's troop movements create in their strategic deployment?

Sir Humphrey also found it difficult to answer this. The People's Party's army always gave him the impression of being inexhaustible. Whenever troops were needed, a massive number of People's Party soldiers could always be assembled. After pondering for a moment, Sir Humphrey said based on intelligence collected by Britain and his own deductions, "I estimate at most one million. If it exceeds this number, the People's Party's weapons and equipment cannot be satisfied." This was also a quite reasonable deduction. If the steel production equipment imported by the People's Party ran at half load, it could produce about 950,000 tons of steel a year. The British Legation believed the People's Party's technical level was at most at this level. After deducting the steel the People's Party put into railway construction, arming a million-strong army was the limit.

Continuing to calculate based on other intelligence, the number of troops that the various Chinese factions standing opposed to the People's Party could scrape together was probably between 2.8 million and 3.2 million. If Beiyang could complete its military plan to expand the army to 2.4 million, then this figure could reach about 3.6 million. At least in terms of military strength, 3.6 million against 1 million, the odds of victory were undoubtedly on the side of the 3.6 million.

"If it really doesn't work, we can also let Japan send troops," the British Minister proposed this idea.

Regarding Japan, the British Asia responsibility sector only demanded that Japan honor its commitment to the Entente. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a military treaty and did not involve economics. By 1914, Japan still owed the British government several hundred million pounds, and the amounts owed to other banks and in public bonds were equally huge. Unless Japan abandoned the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and joined the German side at this time, these debts were a dog chain around Japan's neck. No matter what Japan's mood was, they had to follow Britain's pace.

After compiling all the data, the British Legation in China, which controlled East Asia, roughly decided to implement their plan. Just as they were discussing, the Legation received a telegram from Britain. With the undersea cable, information transmission from Britain to China was much smoother. The instructions received by the British Minister to China on November 1, 1914, from home could be summarized in three points.

1.  Do not use British naval forces in the Far East to block Sino-US trade. 2.  Agree to the Chinese Government (Beiyang Government) joining the Entente. 3.  Stabilize the Asian situation as soon as possible and increase the scale of British procurement in Asia.

The British Legation was quite opposed to these three orders. Even the second order, which was the most acceptable—agreeing to the Chinese Government joining the Entente—they felt the British domestic handling method was too simple and crude. If they conducted subtle negotiations and fully utilized the current situation, they could completely use the contradictions between Beiyang and Japan to obtain more benefits. But the British domestic stance was completely "better to avoid trouble." This ran completely counter to the British "shit-stirring stick" diplomatic style.

The officials of the Legation could also roughly guess the thoughts at home. In this era, there were only three independent countries in Asia: China, Japan, and Siam. All three countries were gathered in such a ghostly place as the Far East, with complex contradictions, barbaric and backward. Rather than exploiting the contradictions, it was better to completely settle the situation. After all, Britain hadn't expected the war in Europe to be far more difficult than imagined. Quickly pulling the Far Eastern countries onto the Entente's war chariot could also reduce Russia's worries in the rear. Moreover, the British domestic feeling towards the People's Party was not bad. As Britain's largest trading partner in the Far East, the profits from the Far East were not insignificant to Britain.

As for the People's Party shouting about recovering Chinese sovereignty, since the Boer War, Britain had been undergoing a worldwide retraction of power. What Britain considered was a stable Far East, a Far East beneficial to the British imperial structure. It would be best to turn China into a colony, but even if China recovered all sovereignty, as long as this country was sincerely willing to continuously expand trade with Britain and accept Britain's dominant position in the Far East, Britain could accept the existence of such a China.

The Boer War had emptied the British Empire's treasury, and now was not the era to care about face. Facing Wilhelm II's ambitious challenge, if Britain lost this war, it would lose everything. At that time, let alone the Far East, Britain would completely lose control over Europe. Therefore, Britain was unwilling to deploy a single soldier in the Far East. Facing the decline of the British Empire, the officials of the British Legation in China sighed. If it were before, wherever there was chaos in the world, there would be the shadow of the British shit-stirring stick. Even if some regions were not in chaos, the British shit-stirring stick would insert itself to stir things up for its own benefit. Compared to the currently extremely nervous British domestic government, those good times were incredibly nostalgic.

In this regard, the British Legation had to admit that those young men in their twenties and thirties in the People's Party really had enough patience. In the matter of foreign trade, they could really keep their cool. The People's Party not only did not hinder foreign trade in any way but instead continuously honored the contents of the quota trade agreement.

In 1913, before the outbreak of the war, the People's Party controlled areas completed the trade agreement, reaching a total trade volume of 70 million pounds with Britain. What satisfied the British side most was that the People's Party completely insisted on trade balance. Earn as much as you spend. Meticulous and rigorous in attitude. What Britain wanted domestically was the continuous expansion of the Asian trade quota. Controlling Asian shipping rights and financial channels, Britain could already earn huge profits through trade itself. The balanced trade with the People's Party made the Parliament very satisfied. From the data, the People's Party had no hostility towards Britain. As for shouting a few times about recovering sovereignty, from the Qing government to the Beiyang government, from the emperor down to the common people, everyone in China had shouted this. The People's Party's shouting didn't seem any different from others.

Compared to the People's Party's actions prioritizing trade, the Beiyang government's progress was slow, and bilateral trade had not exceeded 10 million pounds to date. Moreover, the Beiyang government had borrowed a large sum of money for military expansion. The British government was also worried about the Beiyang government's repayment ability.

The British Legation had never heard of "no investigation, no right to speak." If they had heard this saying, they would inevitably shout it loudly to curse the British government ten thousand miles away. It was just that the status of the British Legation in China was not high. While they could speak loudly to Japan and the Beiyang government, they could not change domestic policy. Unless the British Legation in China could effectively change the current Far Eastern situation, and this change had to be extremely beneficial to British interests. Otherwise, they would also face ruthless dismissal and investigation.

The British Legation in China, which originally thought it could sit back and relax, playing the various Far Eastern forces in the palm of its hand, was also helpless. After discussion, everyone reached a conclusion: under no circumstances could the Chinese situation be allowed to develop freely. Moreover, the current Chinese situation had fully entered a civil war mode. On the surface, it was just some simple military conflicts, but once the People's Party completed its civil war preparations, there would not be the slightest pause.

After determining the strategy of "giving it a go within the scope of authority," the British Legation immediately began to operate. First, they informed the Beiyang government that Britain agreed to the Beiyang government representing China to join the Entente. Before Yuan Shikai could be happy, the British Minister told Yuan Shikai that as a member of the Entente, the Beiyang government needed to provide troops to the Entente. According to the current scale of the Beiyang Army, it would need to provide about 500,000 troops for the various fronts of the Entente.

Yuan Shikai was scared by this number. If 500,000 troops were immediately pulled out to fight abroad, Beiyang would have no ability to resist after the People's Party marched north.

Looking at Yuan Shikai, whose oily fat face trembled slightly after hearing the translation's narration, Sir Humphrey, acting as the representative, showed no change in his expression. But he was quite happy inside; he had to bluff this Beiyang leader first. But Yuan Shikai's loss of composure did not last too long. He quickly said, "Everyone is a bit tired. Let's suspend our meeting for a moment."

As a guest, Sir Humphrey could not forcibly criticize Yuan Shikai's actions. Yuan Shikai proposed a temporary recess, so Sir Humphrey could only agree to a temporary recess. "If it were before, Yuan Shikai wouldn't dare to do this," Sir Humphrey thought regretfully in the rest room.

"Shaochuan, you also heard Britain's request. What should we do next?" Yuan Shikai asked Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun was not scared by Sir Humphrey's words at all. "President, since the British have expressed agreement to our joining the Entente, there are nothing more than two results. First, they are not sincere, so they ask for a sky-high price to force us to disagree. Second, they are ready to compromise in exchange for our support. And the request to dispatch 500,000 troops, in my opinion, is not a sky-high price at all. Moreover, the army is in our hands. Britain asks us to dispatch 500,000 men; can they take away a single soldier from us?"

Yuan Shikai simply lacked experience in negotiating with such powerful countries as Britain. Hearing Gu Weijun's explanation, he couldn't help but sneeze a cold laugh. This didn't mean he was mocking Gu Weijun. As a man who rose through the military, not being able to beat foreigners was one thing, but without Yuan Shikai's consent, let alone 500,000 troops, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not let Britain take away a single person from the Beiyang Army.

With a line of thought, Yuan Shikai's mind immediately cleared up a lot. "Shaochuan, then will the British accept our conditions?"

Gu Weijun had spent a lot of effort drafting a document on the political rewards Beiyang should receive after joining the Entente. When it was just presented to Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai flipped through it and put it down gently without a word. Beiyang's conditions were simple: abolish concessions, recover sovereignty. Furthermore, the Boxer Indemnity would not be paid during the war, and after defeating Germany, the Boxer Indemnity would be formally cancelled. These were the shackles foreigners put around the Chinese government's neck and were Yuan Shikai's sore point. He simply didn't believe that these could be easily cancelled through treaty agreements just by joining the Entente.

But hearing Sir Humphrey's words today, and then listening to Gu Weijun's analysis, Yuan Shikai began to feel that these conditions might not be impossible to achieve.

Before attending this meeting, Gu Weijun's father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, had repeatedly exhorted him not to be the slightest bit arrogant. Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Gu Weijun replied, "President, although these things have to go through a series of negotiations. But the worse the British situation is, the faster they will agree." This answer was already quite implicit. Gu Weijun couldn't bluntly say that as long as they stalled, the British would definitely agree.

"Then we will agree to the British conditions first, but present our conditions to the British first." Yuan Shikai made the final decision. Thinking of the arduous nature of the negotiations, Yuan Shikai sighed in his heart, "It is not easy for me to serve the country and the people."
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The Japanese intelligence system had also built its own network within the Beiyang system. Especially with a significant number of people in Beiyang feeling envious and jealous of the new upstart Gu Weijun, news spread even faster. Upon learning of the negotiations between Beiyang and Britain, the domestic situation in Japan became extremely tense.

Those who can mix in international society are not fools. Britain and Japan are actually very clear that if Japan wants to expand its interests in China, at this stage it can only cut meat from Beiyang. This is also why Britain allowed Japan to attack Qingdao, and *only* allowed Japan to attack Qingdao. Japan knew the British intentions; the British wanted Japan to obediently be a dog. After Japan did its utmost to achieve victory, Britain would throw a bone for Japan to chew on.

"Britain's current naval power in Asia is not even as great as our Great Japanese Empire. Treating us with such an attitude is too rude." This saying had even begun to circulate within the Japanese Navy Ministry. Of course, the Japanese Navy also inherited that Japanese "ventriloquism" and would not bluntly say that Japan wanted to replace Britain's hegemony in Asia, but instead expressed its attitude in Japanese-style language like "maintaining order in the Far East for Britain."

Regarding this attitude of the Navy Ministry, the Army Ministry, which had just suffered a miserable defeat, naturally could not raise any objections. Moreover, the Army Ministry itself also opposed the Asian order dominated by Britain. As a result, the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry rarely tacitly agreed and supported each other on this viewpoint.

The Japanese Cabinet certainly could not be foolish to this extent. Without British support, Japan would be nothing. Currently, Japan's enemy is not the British, nor even the People's Party. To maximize Japan's interests in China, they could only make a move on Beiyang. Targeting this issue, the Japanese Cabinet commissioned the intelligence department to organize an analysis. "No investigation, no right to speak." The result of the Japanese intelligence department's analysis was that since the coexistence of the People's Party and Beiyang, the People's Party had almost undertaken the political, economic, and military actions to protect China's interests. Whether it was the Quota Trade Agreement or attacking the German army in Qingdao, the People's Party did its utmost to prevent China's decline. The only thing that puzzled the Japanese intelligence department was that the People's Party did not use these actions to seize dominance in China for itself.

The Japanese Cabinet naturally understood that any action by the People's Party to seize central power would lead to a full-force backlash from the Beiyang government. Any attempt to seize power would lead to a premature rupture between the People's Party and Beiyang. If a reason had to be found for this action, it was that the People's Party avoided the outbreak of civil war more than any other Chinese force. Civil war would inevitably consume China's strength greatly, and Japan was very clear on this point. Especially now that the People's Party treated all foreign forces in China as their primary enemies, civil war could only shatter China. Even if they replaced the Beiyang forces, it did not mean that the People's Party would have the spare energy to smoothly lead the subsequent situation in China.

However, the People's Party's patience had been rewarded. With Europe plunged into war, the influence of foreign forces on China had dropped to the lowest level. Even if the People's Party launched a civil war, it would not lead to strong foreign intervention. So the People's Party appropriately adopted an offensive stance.

For Japan, the current situation was bad to the extreme. Due to the People's Party's restraint, the power of the Beiyang group had not been damaged. Compared to when the Beiyang government was first established, Yuan Shikai's power was even stronger. Strong enough to even repel Japan in land battles. Such a result led to Britain and Beiyang's forces presenting an advantage over Japan. Unless Japan completely tore its face with Britain and threw the power of the whole country into a war of aggression against China, Japan could not possibly loot a burning house. Even if Japan made such a determination and defeated Beiyang and Britain, Japan would still inevitably have to face the People's Party's offensive.

Currently, Japan had 18 divisions, with a total of 500,000 standing troops at most. Throwing these 500,000 men into the Chinese battlefield would only occupy very limited Chinese coastal cities. Even without war, the huge logistics would eat up Japan's economy. According to the intelligence collected now, China's core regions were the Central Plains regions controlled by the People's Party. With the lessons of the Kyushu Division and the Sendai Division, Japan simply did not dare to let its troops have a large-scale land war with the People's Party outside the range of naval guns.

"Are we just going to watch China's situation fluctuate drastically while the Imperial Country stands by with folded arms?" Someone in the Japanese Cabinet raised this question.

Looting a burning house is the most wonderful and most lucrative thing. Being completely unable to intervene in China's current chaotic situation, the members of the Japanese Cabinet felt as uncomfortable as if a cat was scratching their hearts.

"Gentlemen, the current situation is to solve Japan's economic problems first. Once the economic problems are solved, we can reopen our foreign issues." Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo said. At this critical moment, Takahashi Korekiyo was already considered the top choice for the next Prime Minister.

"Are we just going to let the current opportunity pass?" Japanese political elder Katsura Tarō, although no longer Prime Minister, was currently still the Minister of the Interior (Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal/Genro usually, but here text says "Minister of Civil Affairs/Home Minister" roughly? Text says "民政大臣" - likely Home Minister or similar role given context, though historically titles vary. I will translate as "Minister of Home Affairs" or just keep the context implies a high minister). Katsura Tarō was a figure strongly supported by the Army Ministry, and he felt very pity for not being able to intervene in Chinese affairs. Historically, this Prime Minister, who was driven out of office by the Japanese public in 1913 because of his hardline policies, was still the biggest hardliner in the Japanese Cabinet.

"As long as the war in Europe continues, Britain will continue to buy goods from Japan. With this income, Japan's finances can still improve. If we continue to invest in war, not only will Britain be dissatisfied with Japan, but the current fiscal revenue will also face a situation where income does not cover expenditure." Takahashi Korekiyo faced the current crisis as a financial expert, and any action that affected the direction of Japan's economy was within the scope of his opposition.

"If the People's Party seizes political power in China, how will our interests in Manchuria and Mongolia be guaranteed?" Katsura Tarō had no intention of dying down.

Takahashi Korekiyo almost wanted to look at Katsura Tarō with contempt. The so-called interests in Manchuria and Mongolia must be actual interests. Currently, Manchuria and Mongolia lacked railways. Even if mines could be opened, there were no railways to transport them to the seaport. Most importantly, wasn't it the Army Ministry represented by Katsura Tarō that shamelessly shouted about interests in Manchuria and Mongolia, making the Great Japanese Empire so passive? If the two divisions could have defeated the People's Party in the Battle of Qingdao like crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood, and seized Qingdao, one of the few industrial port cities in China, how could Japan face the current extremely unfavorable situation?

It was just that Takahashi Korekiyo came from a lowly background and only achieved his current status by completely shedding the spring breeze of Japan's westernization. Katsura Tarō was of royal lineage (Wait, Katsura was samurai class, not royal, but text says "皇族" - maybe implying high nobility/connection or text error. I will follow text implying high status/nobility "Duke") and was pleased to be titled a Duke because of his royal connections. It was extremely unfavorable for Takahashi Korekiyo to conflict directly with Katsura Tarō.

"Currently, the wave of factory bankruptcies is intensifying. If we cannot let factories start work quickly and let civilian materials flow rapidly, military actions can be discussed after this." Takahashi Korekiyo said to other cabinet ministers.

Other cabinet ministers certainly knew the domestic situation in Japan. Several consecutive years of sluggish exports led to soaring domestic grain prices, and Rice Riots spread throughout Japan. If the economy was not restored quickly, I am afraid the riots would turn into uprisings.

"We must absolutely not be soft on those socialists!" Katsura Tarō said viciously. As a defender of the Emperor's autocracy, Katsura Tarō could not tolerate the existence of democratic politics. In 1910, Japanese socialists and anarchists launched widespread activities against the Emperor's autocracy. Kanno Sugako explicitly pointed out that the Emperor was "the chief of economic plunder, the root of political evil, and the source of ideological superstition." In response, Katsura Tarō adopted extremely severe suppression measures. Under the trumped-up charges of "conspiring to assassinate the Emperor," he carried out a massive roundup of socialists and innocently sentenced 24 people to death. Among them, Kōtoku Shūsui and Kanno Sugako, 12 people in total, were successively hanged, and the other 12 were commuted to life imprisonment. This was the famous "High Treason Incident." With this political achievement, Katsura Tarō established his political status. Anyone who opposed the labor movement supported Katsura Tarō.

"The political position of the People's Party is socialism, and as far as I know, many Japanese non-nationals have defected to the People's Party. Many even participated in the Battle of Qingdao. The families of these non-nationals must absolutely not be spared lightly." Katsura Tarō turned the topic to a side favorable to himself, "Moreover, the Minister to China suggested getting rid of the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Only by getting rid of this person can the situation in China be changed. The Army Ministry's intelligence department is also discussing this issue."

The members of the Japanese Cabinet looked at each other after hearing this suggestion, and a thought floated in many people's minds, "Katsura Tarō is crazy!"

Directly assassinating the leader of a Chinese political force would inevitably leave traces regardless of success or failure. At that time, Japan would nakedly expose its attitude towards China. Not to mention anything else, there were many Japanese merchants within the area controlled by the People's Party, and the People's Party would absolutely not turn a blind eye to these people. In a better scenario, these people's properties would be confiscated. Thinking of the worst, if the People's Party arrested these people in the name of espionage, countless lives would be lost. If Japanese commoners died, they died, but Japanese merchants were existences with some background. At that time, who in the country would be willing to take responsibility?

However, before the cabinet ministers could speak, Katsura Tarō sneered: "Gentlemen, killing Chen Ke does not necessarily require us to do it ourselves. The People's Party has so many enemies, there are thousands of people who want his life. There are plenty of candidates."

"Enough!" Takahashi Korekiyo finally couldn't help but shout. The Japanese military forces had a huge influence on Japanese politics because they had repeatedly gambled on the national destiny and succeeded. But what Takahashi Korekiyo was most disgusted with were these military representatives. War has victories and defeats; it is impossible to always be victorious. Just one failure in Qingdao blocked the possibility of Japan continuing to intervene in Chinese affairs. If they continued to blow things up and put all of Japan's energy into war, the only possibility of saving the Japanese economy would be lost. At that time, the accumulation of decades after the Meiji Restoration in Japan would only turn into flowing water. Japan might even be reduced to a British colony again.

Thinking only of victory, but completely failing to consider the results after defeat, this was the attitude of the military. Both the Navy and the Army were like this.

Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo's rebuke, Katsura Tarō glared. A baron from a lowly background actually dared to be so rude to a Duke; this was unimaginable in old Japan. Even in current Japan, it was extremely incredible.

However, Saionji Kinmochi, the bigwig of the Seiyūkai, coughed, "Let's discuss the economic issues first." The power behind him was strong, and he finally avoided the continued expansion of this quarrel.
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"Takahashi-kun, let's go for a drink tonight," Saionji Kinmochi said to Takahashi Korekiyo after the cabinet meeting broke up in unhappiness. In recent years, Japanese politics had been turbulent, and as the head of the Seiyukai, Saionji Kinmochi had been unable to form a cabinet this time. The Seiyukai had already decided to fully recommend Takahashi Korekiyo for Prime Minister.

"Saionji-kun, I would be honored to accept," Takahashi Korekiyo replied. What he needed most was the support of the heavyweights, so he naturally couldn't refuse.

In November, the weather in Japan was already quite cold. The two took a car to a restaurant in Ginza called Kikuwakamaru. Saionji Kinmochi was a regular here, and the owner respectfully opened the door for them, welcoming the two distinguished guests into a private room. Going to a restaurant in Ginza to drink and talk was already a common practice for Japanese politicians. The entire room was decorated in a Chinese style, without tatami mats, but furnished with tables, chairs, and soft couches. Outside the window were a pond and cherry blossom trees; it was indeed a good place for conversation.

Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo looking preoccupied and silent, Saionji Kinmochi smiled and asked, "What is Takahashi-kun thinking about?"

"The streets are becoming more and more deserted," Takahashi Korekiyo sighed.

"It seems Takahashi-kun is determined to prioritize the economy," Saionji Kinmochi replied. He didn't sit at the table but lay comfortably on a soft couch. Sitting formally for a whole day at the cabinet meeting was quite physically draining and uncomfortable. Being able to lie down and rest for a while was a kind of enjoyment.

Hearing that Saionji Kinmochi completely understood his plan, Takahashi Korekiyo simply relaxed and leaned back on another soft couch. "Saionji-kun, since the military has already brought things to this point, Japan's only chance to recover its vitality is to seize the opportunity of the current European war. To be frank, the People's Party has reached such a state with Britain, yet they still refuse to destroy trade between the two sides. They are also preparing to make a profit from the European war. We want to strike at the People's Party, but we cannot shake their trade with foreign countries. In that case, we might as well focus on solving our immediate economic problems. Once Japan's strength recovers, we can still compete with the People's Party."

Saionji Kinmochi only smiled at such a statement. Takahashi Korekiyo clearly saw Saionji's objection, so he sat up from the couch. "Saionji-kun, please speak frankly."

Saionji felt his fatigue slowly disappearing. He liked this shop and this room precisely because he liked this soft couch. He had tried a similar layout at home but clearly failed to achieve the same feeling, which left him somewhat regretful. Not to mention the water pipe and coffee provided by the shop, which were a great enjoyment. Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo's question amidst this comfort, Saionji couldn't help but feel a bit more regretful in his heart. As a disciple of Ito Hirobumi, a political heavyweight in Japan, and one of the true masters of Japan alongside Yamagata Aritomo's disciple Katsura Taro, Saionji liked Takahashi Korekiyo very much. There were few people in the entire Japanese cabinet who dared to sit on a couch with him like this. However, Takahashi Korekiyo was too focused on domestic issues when considering problems, and was not sensitive enough to changes in the world situation or the changes and attitudes of other forces in Japan. This had to be said to be Takahashi Korekiyo's fatal flaw.

"Takahashi-kun, according to your ideas, Japan will be fundamentally unable to interfere in Chinese affairs for the next three or four years. After Japan survives the current difficulties, what do you think the situation in China will look like?" Saionji Kinmochi asked.

"If we don't have the strength to interfere, there is no point in considering what China will look like," Takahashi Korekiyo had his own view on this.

Saionji Kinmochi's voice was not loud; he didn't want his sense of comfort to vanish so quickly. "According to your plan, Japan will be able to recover its strength in four years. But by then, the People's Party will control China, and Japan will face a powerful and unified China. At that time, will Japan have any other choice but to be excluded from China? So where exactly does Japan's future lie?"

"Saionji-kun, do you also insist on conquering China?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked. With the rise of Japan's strength in recent years, the argument for conquering China had never lacked supporters in Japan. Saionji Kinmochi's teacher, Ito Hirobumi, could also be said to be one of the supporters. In Takahashi Korekiyo's economic plan, Japan absolutely could not continue to invest in military operations in the near future.

As a politician, Saionji Kinmochi was not a short-sighted man. "To conquer China, we must rely on internal changes within China. The rise of the People's Party makes us face a strong opponent, and we cannot fail to consider this factor. Takahashi-kun understands economics, and I am at ease with Takahashi-kun controlling Japan's situation for the next few years. But after Takahashi-kun leads Japan through these difficult years, how should Japan proceed? Focusing on immediate matters is certainly important, but in any case, we cannot ignore the future."

"Then what exactly is Saionji-kun worried about?" Takahashi Korekiyo knew that he was indeed inferior to Saionji Kinmochi in politics, so he asked directly.

Saionji Kinmochi had recovered from his initial fatigue. He stood up from the soft couch and invited Takahashi Korekiyo to sit at the table with him. "There are quite a few Japanese in the People's Party. We have received some information that the People's Party believes it is necessary to overthrow the current regime in Japan and establish a socialist regime. Takahashi-kun, struggles between nations are just like this. Nothing may happen right now, but when things do happen, you will find that many things were determined long ago. If after solving the current problems, we find that we have to face an even worse situation, do you think this is the attitude of truly solving problems?"

Takahashi Korekiyo was not moved by Saionji Kinmochi's attitude at all. "If we can't even solve the current problems, how can we have the ability to compete for the future situation? The People's Party will be fundamentally unable to contend with the Japanese Navy within the visible ten years. In ten years, the war in Europe will be completely over. At that time, if Britain and Japan continue to join hands to control the Asian situation, Japan will still be able to dominate the situation. But the result of forcing a war now is losing the great opportunity right before our eyes. Even if we bomb Qingdao to the ground, what then? Are we going to send a few more divisions into China to fight?"

Saionji Kinmochi supported the Navy, and didn't mind too much hearing Takahashi Korekiyo directly criticize the Japanese Army's defeat. If it were the Army's representative, Katsura Taro, he would probably be furious by now. After the defeat in Shandong this time, no matter how the Japanese Army shirked responsibility, they had at least summarized it seriously. A division-scale Japanese force rashly entering the inland of China controlled by the People's Party would only result in total annihilation. This was also the reason why Saionji Kinmochi was no longer afraid of Katsura Taro. If they really did as Katsura Taro shouted, sending twelve divisions into China to fight the People's Party, as long as Katsura Taro was appointed as commander-in-chief, Katsura Taro would immediately refuse.

However, this did not mean that Saionji Kinmochi could accept standing by with folded arms when the situation in China changed drastically in the future. Takahashi Korekiyo was one of Japan's rare economists, but this did not mean that Saionji Kinmochi had to support Takahashi Korekiyo. However, Takahashi Korekiyo's current performance was still relatively satisfactory to Saionji Kinmochi. "Takahashi-kun, if you become Prime Minister, I hope you will definitely strengthen the Navy. The lifeline of the Great Japanese Empire is the Navy. As you just said, only by suppressing China through the Navy can we establish our advantage."

"Saionji-kun, I am very clear on this point. I believe that repairing naval vessels and continuing to complete the warships already under construction should be placed in the primary position," Takahashi Korekiyo replied. Even if he wasn't a pro-war advocate, Takahashi Korekiyo supported a strong naval force. Without a navy, there would be no reliable commerce; Takahashi Korekiyo was very clear on this point.

After the two sides reached a consensus, they detailed the scope and key points of cooperation at the wine table. The position of the Japanese military in politics was so important that a Prime Minister had to support either the Navy or the Army; in short, they had to lean to one side. Even in the World War II era, Japan could not get rid of this ridiculous problem. Takahashi Korekiyo naturally could not be exempt from this custom. In his heart, he actually believed that the urgent task was to get the Japanese economy up and running no matter what, so he had to choose the more civilized Navy as his backer.

Japan established a new cabinet with Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo on January 4, 1915, and immediately expressed its attitude of "respecting Britain's position in Asia" to Britain. Japan finally willing to obediently obey orders made the British side quite satisfied. Negotiations for Britain and Beiyang to join the Entente Powers were also progressing very well.

Britain naturally would not go into battle shirtless. Japan owed Britain a mountain of debt, which would be paid off with physical goods, including weapons. The Beiyang clique had to guarantee that war preparations would be completed before July 1915, and the war would start no later than September 1915. After eliminating the People's Party, Beiyang needed to fulfill its promise to Britain and dispatch 800,000 troops to the Entente front. In return, Britain would agree to Beiyang recovering sovereign rights and abolishing concessions. At the same time, the Boxer Indemnity owed by Beiyang to Britain and France would be waived. As for Beiyang's debts to the Central Powers, they could naturally also be waived.

Of course, Beiyang had to acknowledge the debts owed to Japan in the Boxer Indemnity; the British would not do something foolish like offending Japan for no reason. At the same time, Britain still held a considerable position in Beiyang's customs. While abolishing the concessions, Beiyang also needed to establish a brand-new Beiyang judicial system under British guidance, especially "Criminal Law," "Civil Law," "Commercial Law," and so on.

On January 26, 1915, the British representative, the Japanese representative, and the Beiyang representative Gu Weijun and others determined the rights and obligations of all parties in the form of the "Far East War Memorandum." The various forces in the Far East, with the People's Party as their enemy, finally temporarily straightened out their relationships.

Yuan Shikai was very satisfied with this because both the British and Japanese representatives explicitly stated, "After eliminating the People's Party, we will absolutely not interfere with China's choice of what system to adopt, and will unconditionally support the polity and system chosen by Yuan Shikai." This guarantee, determined in the form of a document, allowed Yuan Shikai to implement his grand plans after the war. Stabbing the Manchu Qing in the back could not be spoken of as Yuan Shikai's glory, and was even evidence of Yuan Shikai's "double-dealing." But these would all be in the past; the achievement of "unifying the world" was enough to support Yuan Shikai in proclaiming himself emperor. Ascending to the supreme position and adding a surname Yuan to the Chinese imperial genealogy, how great that would be!

Yuan Shikai was very satisfied with Gu Weijun, who had put great effort into this matter. After the "Far East War Memorandum" was signed, Yuan Shikai specifically invited Gu Weijun to dinner. Those who harbored ill intentions towards Gu Weijun were not invited to the banquet at all; only a few core figures of Beiyang and Gu Weijun's father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, attended this banquet. From the very beginning of the banquet, Yuan Shikai was full of praise for Gu Weijun, setting the tone for the entire banquet.

With Yuan Shikai starting it off, coupled with the diplomatic ability displayed by Gu Weijun, Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and other loyal ministers of Beiyang were also full of praise. Once they could abolish the concessions, restore sovereign rights, and waive the Boxer Indemnity, this would completely determine Beiyang's political status. Decades of humiliation would be washed away in one morning, and no one could deny Beiyang's achievements in safeguarding national sovereignty. As for the price of these conditions being the elimination of the People's Party, in the current situation, the whole country was opposing the People's Party. Crushing the People's Party would simply not let Beiyang bear the charge of "colluding with foreign countries." Both face and lining were preserved, and both tangible benefits and reputation were satisfied; such a situation was unattainable in the past.

Gu Weijun was a young man, and being so praised by so many high-ranking elders was something that had never happened before. Not to mention that he himself indeed knew that he had completed a major diplomatic victory, a victory that was absolutely unprecedented. Xu Shichang even praised, "At present, our Republic of China is also a country equal to Britain and Japan. After the victory, we will certainly be able to maintain China's dominant position in Asia." Listening to Xu Shichang's meaning, Japan was not even worth mentioning in Xu Shichang's words at this moment.

People kept praising Tang Shaoyi for finding a good son-in-law. Tang Shaoyi originally hadn't expected his son-in-law Gu Weijun to be able to accomplish such a big thing either. In his pleasant surprise, he drained every cup and smiled from ear to ear.

Gu Weijun, however, did not lose his humility, because he had actually talked deeply with his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi about this matter. No matter how wonderful the future of the treaty was, it was all in the future. To reach that wonderful future, they had to cross the realistic obstacle of the People's Party. The treaty with Britain and Japan came at the cost of Beiyang completely destroying the People's Party. Although Gu Weijun hadn't had many dealings with Chen Ke, just from that time he went to Wuhan to visit Chen Ke, Gu Weijun could be sure that Chen Ke was definitely not a person who would give up his position, nor was he a person who would choose to retreat in the face of the current situation.

In fact, the current situation was less Beiyang's credit and more the People's Party's credit. Without the People's Party turning Britain, Japan, and Beiyang all into enemies and skillfully striking at them, these three parties could not have reached an agreement so smoothly. If the People's Party didn't have such a design, then the People's Party's actions were enough to prove the People's Party's foolhardy bravery. If this was a carefully designed development of the situation by the People's Party, then the People's Party's maneuvers could only be described as ingenious. Gu Weijun was not a soldier; he habitually viewed everything that happened from the perspective of a diplomat. If military operations were also seen as diplomatic means, the People's Party displayed abilities possessed only by top-tier diplomats. Chen Ke had successfully established the camps of enemy and friend. Or rather, Chen Ke had successfully forced all forces in the Far East except the United States into the camp of his enemies. As long as the People's Party did not suffer a military defeat, the Americans would not join the anti-People's Party camp.

As a diplomat, Gu Weijun also understood one thing: the number of the People's Party's enemies was currently unprecedentedly large. These enemies might be able to cause a lot of trouble for the People's Party in some aspects, but the forces that could truly interfere with the People's Party were far less powerful than imagined. The British refused to send troops, and Japan also stated that it would not take military action. The People's Party's only true enemy militarily was the Beiyang clique, which had suffered repeated defeats. The military threat the People's Party faced was even smaller than when Japan first started attacking Qingdao. At that time, it was really possible to form a coalition army composed of Britain, Japan, and Beiyang. But Beiyang refused to state its position at that time, letting this opportunity slip away easily.

Therefore, amidst everyone's praise, Gu Weijun did not get carried away, nor did he forget himself. He even had a fear in his heart that could not be driven away. Beiyang currently seemed to be like oil cooking over a fire, like flowers brocaded on silk, but in reality, it was precisely unprecedentedly isolated. Because Gu Weijun had already used up his diplomatic means, everything left had to rely on Beiyang itself. But whether Beiyang could truly accomplish great things by relying on itself, judging from the current performance, Gu Weijun also had no bottom in his heart.

"Shaochuan, do you have any brilliant views on the current matters?" After three rounds of wine, Yuan Shikai asked with a smile.

Gu Weijun hurriedly said, "President, I am just a scholar. I'm okay with receiving orders to negotiate, but I completely don't understand things outside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Everything listens to the President's arrangements."

"Hehe." Hearing these appropriate words, Yuan Shikai laughed. He turned to Tang Shaoyi, "Elder Tang, Shaochuan is intelligent, no less than you."

Tang Shaoyi laughed loudly, "The waves behind the Yangtze River drive on those before; with this child, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has no worries."

Everyone was an old hand, and Tang Shaoyi would absolutely not say anything wrong.

Xu Shichang smiled and said, "A few days ago, Yan Jidao resigned as Premier of the Cabinet on the grounds of illness, and the President has already granted it. Would Elder Tang be willing to condescend to the post of Vice Premier?"

"It looks like I've basked in Shaochuan's light and been promoted." Tang Shaoyi smiled extremely happily. This was indeed something to be happy about. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not a lucrative job, and it stood at the forefront of surrendering sovereign rights and humiliating the country. If there were achievements, they belonged to the President and the Premier; if there were problems, one had to be reviled by others. To be promoted to Vice Premier of the Cabinet was a true promotion. At present, Beiyang had reached an agreement with Britain and Japan, and there would still be negotiated assistance later. Even without deliberately extorting, various "writing fees" and "ice and charcoal respect" would be enough for Tang Shaoyi to make a fortune. Moreover, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would definitely let Gu Weijun preside over it now, so Tang Shaoyi's influence in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would not be affected at all. How could he not be happy?

Seeing Tang Shaoyi answer readily, Xu Shichang turned to Gu Weijun, "Shaochuan, I originally wanted you to immediately succeed as Minister of Foreign Affairs, but out of intentions of care, the President wants you to be responsible for the full power of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs. This is not the President deliberately suppressing you, but completely out of the President's heart of caring for you. You must not misunderstand."

Gu Weijun would absolutely not misunderstand. He hurriedly replied, "I absolutely obey the President's arrangements and am deeply grateful for the President's heart of care."
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The People's Party's information on the Beiyang clique was almost transparent to them, while Beiyang's information on the People's Party was not transparent enough. For example, Zheng Wenjie, who had taken office in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, had once again connected with the People's Party, almost wholesale transferring general information to them. This intelligence wasn't particularly top-secret, but it had the advantage of covering a wide range, from military organization to various problems encountered. The People's Party liked this kind of intelligence; through detailed analysis, they could not only deduce many of Beiyang's military arrangements but also understand many details about Beiyang.

Zheng Wenjie's betrayal of Beiyang this time was voluntary. After learning through his own channels that the "Memorandum on Far East War Operations" had been signed and reading its terms, he understood that Yuan Shikai was going to proclaim himself emperor. Zheng Wenjie was extremely repulsed by this. His reason for opposing Yuan Shikai's monarchy was simple: "None of the Yuan family descendants look capable."

To Zheng Wenjie, Yuan Shikai becoming emperor himself wasn't an issue. Whether it was ability, magnanimity, or sense of belonging, Zheng Wenjie would support Yuan Shikai becoming emperor. However, the title of emperor represented not just the power over life and death, but also that the Yuan family would become the imperial clan. This was what Zheng Wenjie could not accept. The next generation of the Yuan family, from Yuan Keding to Yuan Kewen, none caught Zheng Wenjie's eye. Thinking of such a group becoming crown princes and then ascending to the throne, Zheng Wenjie felt a burst of extreme disgust.

Of course, before resuming cooperation with the People's Party, Zheng Wenjie had struggled psychologically until he figured one thing out, which relieved him. Originally, Zheng Wenjie felt that Yuan Shikai taking the title of emperor was no big deal. If "Emperor" was just an honorific title and didn't involve hereditary power, then how was it different from the current President? Even if President Yuan Shikai was re-elected or became President for Life, Zheng Wenjie wouldn't have a single complaint. If it was just about Yuan Shikai personally gaining unlimited power, why would he go to such lengths to create so much trouble? No matter what was said about Yuan Shikai only wanting the righteous title to exercise power more effectively, didn't the current Yuan Shikai already possess such a righteous title? Wasn't the power possessed by the Grand President equivalent to an emperor not enough? Since he wanted to proclaim himself emperor, an imperial clan would naturally appear. With an imperial clan, there would be bloodline succession. Then, no matter how you put it, Yuan Shikai was placing the rise and fall of his family above the Beiyang group. Zheng Wenjie certainly couldn't support that.

Facts proved that Zheng Wenjie wasn't just thinking blindly without reason. "Sima Zhao's intent is known to everyone on the street." There were already people in Beiyang shouting support for Yuan Shikai to become emperor. There were plenty of smart people these days.

Since Zheng Wenjie had determined that he absolutely would not support Yuan Shikai's son becoming emperor, his choices were limited, perhaps to only one: Yuan Shikai must absolutely not be allowed to eliminate the People's Party. Zheng Wenjie reached a conclusion on this choice very quickly. Yuan Shikai and the People's Party had reached a situation where coexistence was absolutely impossible. Since that was the case, one either supported Yuan Shikai or the People's Party. Given Yuan Shikai's perverse acts and the strength of the People's Party's military forces, Zheng Wenjie quickly connected with the People's Party's Beijing intelligence department. The People's Party never forced defectors like Zheng Wenjie to get secret documents. As long as Zheng Wenjie could provide information on Beiyang's organization, garrisons, and the relevant data and characteristics of commanders at all levels, that was enough.

In the past two years, Beiyang had expanded its army ferociously. Zheng Wenjie discovered that the People's Party had actually already infiltrated the Beiyang Army. As a mid-level officer in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, Zheng Wenjie absolutely couldn't spend all day copying and writing. The copying work was handed over to a new clerk, and this clerk was a People's Party intelligence agent. After a private investigation, Zheng Wenjie discovered that the clerk had actually come through Xu Shichang's connections. This made Zheng Wenjie give up hope completely. It wasn't that Zheng Wenjie thought Xu Shichang would betray Yuan Shikai, nor that Xu Shichang would collude with the People's Party. It was that Beiyang's overall incompetence had reached such a level that even people in the Premier's faction could be infiltrated by the People's Party. After discovering this fact, Zheng Wenjie had even fewer illusions about Beiyang's future. One had to know that Beiyang's intelligence work had not been able to infiltrate the People's Party to this day. Meanwhile, the People's Party had already begun to enter quite critical departments of Beiyang.

Handing a roster of officers for Beiyang's newly organized troops to the clerk to copy, Zheng Wenjie glanced at the clerk again. This young man in his twenties was reticent but didn't seem antisocial. He did whatever he was told every day; even if people didn't like him, they wouldn't dislike him. Who would have thought such an honest person was actually a People's Party spy? The clerk responded after receiving the task and started working, his behavior no different from an ordinary clerk. Zheng Wenjie liked this kind of focus and obedience.

Sitting back in his office, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but think: The People's Party must be very clear about the changes in the current situation. How exactly would they respond to such changes? How cruel would the future war become? As a civilian official, Zheng Wenjie was unlikely to go to the battlefield personally, but he couldn't help but fear the final decisive battle that would erupt in the future.

The People's Party obviously had no emotion of fear, or perhaps the situation at hand left no room for the People's Party to fear. "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?" Reality no longer required strenuous consideration. At the end of "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society," there was the clearest statement: "In summary, it can be seen that all warlords, bureaucrats, comprador classes, and big landlord classes that collude with imperialism, as well as a part of the reactionary intellectual circle attached to them, are our enemies. The industrial proletariat is the leading force of our revolution. All semi-proletariat and petty bourgeoisie are our closest friends. As for the vacillating middle class, its right wing may be our enemy and its left wing may be our friend—but we must always be on guard against them and not let them disrupt our front."

Whether one "colluded with imperialism" was the fundamental standard for distinguishing between enemy and self. Beiyang and its vassals had undoubtedly already colluded with imperialism. Some comrades within the People's Party had once doubted Chen Ke's "prophecy," but facts had proven that Chen Ke's prophecy was not wrong at all. Beiyang eventually changed from the self-proclaimed leader and guardian of China into a vassal of imperialism, completely standing on the opposite side of the people's revolution.

Chen Ke had always hoped that comrades could liberate their minds. The development of the situation indeed allowed comrades to see the truth of the facts. For Chen Ke, this was a supreme joy. On January 16, 1915, the People's Party held the Third Plenary Session of the Second Central Committee in Wuhan. At the plenary session, besides continuing to confirm Chairman Chen Ke's leadership status within the party and the guiding status of the people's revolution ideology, Chen Ke made a report titled "Strategic View from a Global Perspective in the New Era" to all central representatives of the People's Party.

"...China can no longer continue to be isolated from the world. Imperialism comes from all over the globe. If China's people's revolution lacks a global strategic vision, it is destined to misjudge the situation. The collusion between the Beiyang clique (and its vassals) and imperialism in the stance of suppressing the Chinese people's revolution is an inevitable choice based on their respective interests. On this point, the whole party must have a profound understanding. There are individuals who betray their class, but there is no class that betrays its interests. As long as the Beiyang clique and the vassal groups continue to insist on maintaining the old order that oppresses the people, they will constantly seek collaborators of the same class and constantly attempt to suppress the people's revolution. With such a group of enemies, we have no possibility of compromise. No matter if they raise their swords against the revolution, or if they try to kneel and beg us, what these people demand is absolutely the preservation of the old land system and the preservation of the privileged status they possessed under the old system..."

Chen Ke had made such speeches clearly distinguishing enemies from friends more than once, but this time it touched the comrades particularly deeply. Originally, comrades hadn't expected that the landlord class, which had once opposed imperialism, would really join hands with imperialism. No matter what kind of "hardships" they had, joining hands with imperialism meant a betrayal of China. If previously some People's Party members still dared to put in a good word for landlords, and some members didn't speak up but were still lenient towards landlords within the allowable range of the system in their actions, today, no one dared to have any objections.

"Comrades, I emphasize again. The competition between the industrialized socialist system we want to establish in the people's revolution and the agricultural land private ownership system is a competition between two systems, a competition between two ways of life. In such institutional competition, the loser must exit the stage of history. This does not shift according to our personal will; this is an ultimate interest competition at the social level. In such a social-level competition, whether participating actively or passively, whether consciously realizing it or being in a state of ignorance, this competition is either-or. There is no neutral space. Either it is long live the capital owners, or long live the laborers. There is basically no third road to take."

While the voice implying the sounding of the decisive battle horn was still echoing in the conference hall, a group of extremely excited comrades had already stood up and applauded enthusiastically.

"Down with Imperialism!" "Down with the Beiyang reactionary regime!" "Down with feudal land ownership!" "Long live the laborers! Long live the working people!"

A beat or a few beats slower, other comrades stood up either actively or passively to applaud and joined the ranks of shouting slogans.

Chen Ke was neither smug nor carried away. His calm gaze swept over the more than three thousand three hundred People's Party national representatives before him. They represented the 660,000 party members and probationary members of the People's Party nationwide. This was the representative body of the most powerful political party in China today. In the near future, Chen Ke would lead these comrades to liberate the whole of China.

Raising his left hand, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, please sit down first."

The party representatives obediently sat back in their seats. "Comrades, the struggle of systems is a struggle between people, a struggle of lifestyles. However, trying to solve this problem purely by physical elimination is useless. We of the People's Party are revolutionaries, not slaughterers. On this point, I hope all comrades can adhere to the principles of revolutionary humanitarianism. For the enemies before us, we certainly have no reason to give up the struggle, but for the enemies who surrender, we must also give them the opportunity to walk the path of laborers. We must have this broad mind of a revolutionary. This speech ends here."

After the meeting ended, Chen Ke managed to extricate himself from the encirclement of enthusiastic comrades with great difficulty. Lu Huitian hurriedly seized the opportunity to discuss recent work with Chen Ke. "What should be done with the captured Huaxing Society members? Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's attitudes are very stubborn."

This was a completely imaginable result. Revolutionaries who did their utmost to overthrow the Qing Dynasty during the Xinhai Revolution were not necessarily supporters of the people's revolution. Because within the Huaxing Society, there was a group of early Yuewang Society cadres. When liberating Hunan, this group resisted extremely stubbornly, their fighting will even firmer than that of the Hunan government army. If classified, these people couldn't even be called captives, but war criminals.

Chen Ke previously could never have imagined that these renowned revolutionary seniors would become his prisoners. Moreover, according to the theory of the people's revolution, these people could basically be classified as counter-revolutionaries. If it were the Chen Ke of before, he would probably have couldn't help but sigh. Chen Ke replied calmly, "Since they are stubborn, then keep them locked up for a while longer. We, the People's Party, do not need these people to keep up appearances."

"But Qiu Jin and Mr. Xu Xilin have both sent letters..." Lu Huitian said.

Chen Ke looked at Lu Huitian coldly, but this dissatisfaction was less directed at Lu Huitian and more at Chen Ke himself. Politics was not children playing house, but the ultimate competition of interests. Within politics, there was naturally an extremely dark side. Chen Ke had already decided in his heart to sacrifice Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin. And the purpose of sacrificing the two was to more profoundly educate the People's Party. But even with such a calm mindset, Chen Ke still couldn't be sure that what he was doing was absolutely correct.

Lu Huitian was extremely smart. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude, he had his own thoughts. He quickly replied, "I will hold this matter for now and talk about it later. Then, the organization of representatives to visit Wuhan's industrial construction is arranged for the day after tomorrow. Does Chairman Chen want to convene a meeting afterwards?"

The Politburo Standing Committee members had visited Wuhan's industrial construction many times. You Gou, a Politburo member, was simply the person in charge of industrial construction. Convening a Politburo meeting while comrades were visiting was truly a most suitable thing.

"Wasn't this meeting arranged in advance?" Chen Ke was somewhat surprised by this. Theoretically, all schedules should have been determined long ago. How could there be a sudden adjustment for a Politburo meeting?

"It was originally arranged in advance, but recently the intelligence department received some intelligence regarding security. Enemies both domestic and foreign show signs of attempting assassinations. The comrades in the Political Security Department requested an adjustment to the schedule, so a temporary change had to be made," Lu Huitian replied helplessly.

Mentioning security issues, even Chen Ke had no solution. The reactionaries must be jumping over walls like desperate dogs at this time; even if they were destroyed, they would want to drag someone down with them. Originally, the People's Party could have used revolutionary terror to counter counter-revolutionary terror, but Chen Ke simply couldn't deviate from the policy that the Party historically never engaged in assassination. Thinking of this, Chen Ke sighed, "Safety first."

"I will reply to Qiu Jin and Mr. Xu Xilin's letters after a while," Lu Huitian confirmed again.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "No, tell them directly that the current revolutionary situation has changed. Revolutionaries of the past are very likely to become counter-revolutionaries in the current situation. This isn't because they changed, but because the circumstances of the revolution changed. No need to be too implicit."

"What if Mr. Qiu and the others think we are sowing discord?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Then we have no choice. Since we are replying, we have to tell the truth, right?" Chen Ke asked back.

Sure enough, just as Lu Huitian worried, inside the Changxing County Government of the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin didn't utter a sound immediately after reading the letter signed by Lu Huitian. After a while, Qiu Jin said, "Wenqing is actually sowing discord too? It's truly unbelievable."

Everyone knew about the conflict between the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch and the Guangfu Society Headquarters. Lu Huitian's letter had stated it clearly: "Ultimately, is it long live the asset owners, or long live the laborers? This is a fundamental contradiction that can absolutely never be compromised. Since you two in West Zhejiang incline towards the interests of laborers, you will definitely encounter opposition from asset owners. In different times, revolutionaries may look like two different people. Actually, this is absolutely not the case. It is just that in a certain period, overthrowing the Qing Dynasty was the principal contradiction, but feudal land owners have regarded protecting their own interests as their primary goal from beginning to end."

These words clearly indicated that the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch had already become a thorn in the side and a prick in the flesh of the landlords, wanting the two to see the situation clearly and choose a stance. To Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, this was naked sowing of discord. Cai Yuanpei was at least a great scholar within the Guangfu Society; his character and learning were beyond question. The People's Party hinting that Cai Yuanpei would stand on the side of the landlords and move against the West Zhejiang Branch—this couldn't help but make Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin feel it was absurd.

"It seems Wenqing is absolutely unwilling to let Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren go," Xu Xilin's voice contained some regret.

"Bosun, no matter what happened before, now that the two of them are prisoners, we can't just sit by and ignore it." Qiu Jin was somewhat unhappy with Xu Xilin's attitude. The Guangfu Society, from top to bottom, actually didn't care much for these two people. As early as the Tongmenghui period, these two had engaged in quite a few political maneuvers behind the scenes to push Sun Yat-sen to power. More importantly, the leader of the Guangfu Society at that time was Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang detested Sun Yat-sen extremely, and had quite a few conflicts with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Xu Xilin and Tao Chengzhang were close friends, so naturally, he couldn't genuinely like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. But Qiu Jin was straightforward and generous; she relatively disliked these intrigues. Chen Ke showing such lack of consideration for former revolutionary ambitionists—Qiu Jin found it a bit hard to watch.

Just as they were speaking, a guard came in from outside and said, "Two Sirs, Lord Tao has come."

"Lord Tao is here?" Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were both overjoyed. The two hurriedly went out to welcome him.

Sure enough, Tao Chengzhang was waiting outside the Changxing County Yamen with two attendants. Upon seeing the two, Tao Chengzhang smiled. "How have Bosun and Jianhu been recently?"

The two ushered Tao Chengzhang into the rear hall of the county yamen. As soon as the three sat down, Tao Chengzhang said seriously, "A big war is about to be fought recently. Have you two heard?"

The decisive battle between Beiyang and the People's Party was no special secret. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin both nodded.

"Mr. Cai wants us to go to Hangzhou for a meeting to discuss this matter together," Tao Chengzhang said.

"Then there was no need to trouble Lord Tao to come deliver the message," Qiu Jin asked.

Tao Chengzhang replied slowly, "One of the matters Mr. Cai wants to discuss in this meeting is the thorough implementation of rural gentry self-governance. Since I haven't had much to do recently anyway, I simply came over to bring the message to everyone."
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"Lord Tao, I wonder what your views are on the war?" Xu Xilin was very uneasy about the war. Having experienced wind and rain over these years, Xu Xilin's knowledge far exceeded what it used to be. Regardless of who the victor of the war turned out to be, this victor would control China's future. deep down, Xu Xilin did not hope for the birth of such a victor. But his reason told him clearly and unmistakably that such a victor would be born after all.

Tao Chengzhang's expression was somewhat gloomy. "Mr. Cai's intention is to support Beiyang. I have also asked him many times; Mr. Cai's bottom line is that Zhejiang's autonomy must be guaranteed."

Qiu Jin's nature was more straightforward than the two men; she asked crisp and clear, "Lord Tao, do you think Beiyang can't beat Wenqing?"

Hearing such a direct question, Tao Chengzhang gave a bitter smile. "Jianhu, between Wenqing and Yuan Shikai, I naturally favor Wenqing more in my heart. Moreover, we have many yeoman farmers in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. When Wenqing wrote his books himself, he wrote really well. During the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom period, the population loss in Jiangsu and Zhejiang was extremely huge during the seesaw battles between the Xiang Army and the Taiping Army, so yeoman farmers rose up after the war. But after he started the revolution, he ignored this fact; wherever the People's Party goes, they must carry out land reform. Even if I wanted to say a few words for him, I couldn't say them."

Qiu Jin knew Tao Chengzhang's difficulty, but she didn't quite agree with Tao Chengzhang's statement. The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch implemented policies of curbing land annexation, rent and interest reduction, and government support for industry and agriculture. Because the specific execution almost completely copied the People's Party government, only blurring the issue of land ownership, although the first few years were arduous, the difficulties of the past two years were considered to be weathered, and the local area in Western Zhejiang was doing quite well.

The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch discovered in practice that even if a vague policy was adopted towards land ownership, if they wanted to get things done, they still had to forcibly implement suppression against landlords. Developing agriculture, breeding, and industry all required providing means of production to workers and peasants. If the government had no say over land, the most important means of production, everything would be empty talk. For example, the matter of planting mulberry trees was originally a good business that could benefit almost everyone. But seeing that planting mulberries was profitable, landlords began to want "commercial operation," which was traditional monopoly of mulberry leaf trading. They raised the price of mulberry leaves very high through monopoly and usury. The People's Party's purchase price dropped every year. Silkworm farmers worked hard just to earn some money for their labor; if the purchase price was too low, there was simply no benefit.

Out of helplessness, the Western Zhejiang Branch convened a general "Citizens' Assembly," gathering everyone who could be related to this matter, and explained the current situation clearly to everyone. Then the Guangfu Society proposed imitating the People's Party's method: building mulberry gardens, planning planting, and mass production. This proposal quickly received the support of the laboring masses. The laboring masses were numerous and powerful, plus with the armed forces of the Western Zhejiang Branch as backing, the landlords had to submit temporarily. They obtained the operating rights of a part of the mulberry gardens and the right to tax exemption. regarding mulberry leaf prices, they followed the government-designated price method. After straightening out the production channels, the scale of silkworm cocoons doubled successively, and trading profits increased rapidly. Moreover, accompanying the establishment of the Western Zhejiang compulsory education system, agricultural schools were established accordingly, and the level of the sericulture industry was also greatly improved.

This was just one of the examples—tea gardens, chestnut production. As long as the government could forcibly come forward to mobilize the masses and straighten out production relations, relying on the People's Party's huge sales system, Western Zhejiang's commodities always had a market. Aiming at the livelihood issues of farmers, Western Zhejiang also established a supply and marketing cooperative system. The metal farm tools and some machinery and equipment imported from the People's Party were higher in price than in the People's Party base areas, but much cheaper than similar commodities imported from other regions. Production efficiency improved, prices of means of production decreased, plus the government suppressed land annexation and forcibly brought land out to invest in socialized production—there were no common people in the entire Western Zhejiang who didn't support the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch.

However, Qiu Jin would not blame Tao Chengzhang because of these achievements. She knew that the Western Zhejiang Branch was already an anomaly within the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. Tao Chengzhang was the minority faction within the General Headquarters who strove to defend Western Zhejiang.

"Lord Tao, is Mr. Cai determined to support Beiyang in this meeting?" Xu Xilin asked.

Tao Chengzhang gave a slight bitter smile. "Mr. Cai didn't say it like that; he still uses that old rhetoric, that things must be talked through clearly. However, Mr. Cai has made up his mind this time: you Western Zhejiang must pay taxes."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin only felt their heartbeats speed up a lot, and their faces also turned ugly. One of the important reasons, perhaps even the most important reason, why Western Zhejiang had been able to develop over these years lay in the fact that Western Zhejiang did not pay taxes. Not only did they not pay taxes to the Zhejiang government, but because the commercial channels were all cooperative with the People's Party, Western Zhejiang was fundamentally not constrained by other commercial groups, let alone paying any road tolls and *likin* tax. Every single coin earned by the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch could be used on Western Zhejiang's construction, and it looked like they were doing quite well. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin knew that the various taxes in Zhejiang apportioned to the common people added up to nearly half of the common people's income. If half of the Western Zhejiang common people's money was used for tax payment, their lives were destined to be unspeakably bitter.

"This..." Xu Xilin looked at Qiu Jin, very troubled.

Tao Chengzhang persuaded, "Bosun, right now our Guangfu Society controls the assembly. When the Zhejiang Military Governor is elected next time, nine out of ten it will be someone from our Guangfu Society who assumes the post. Right now taxes from all other places have been paid; you always have to pay the taxes you owe."

Xu Xilin said solemnly, "Lord Tao, when we formulated the Guangfu Society constitution back then, tax exemption was one of the guiding principles. Moreover, more than half of Zhejiang's taxes these years have fed the Beiyang Army. We feel it's unjust to pay this money."

"So a meeting is needed!" Tao Chengzhang said helplessly. "I see Mr. Cai's meaning is that he is very interested in that Citizen Party started by Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. But everyone knows that the citizenship system Wang Youhong started is linked to tax payment. I actually support the idea of gentry autonomy. So the two of you will still have to speak up more at this meeting."

At the mention of Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's faces looked even worse. After the rise of the People's Party, the one who truly started institutional construction in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area was actually Jiangsu. Having Northern Jiangsu forcibly seized, and Southern Jiangsu completely surrounded by the People's Party, it stimulated the sense of crisis in Wang Youhong and the Jiangsu gentry instead.

Using the crisis in the sericulture industry as a juncture, Wang Youhong established the citizenship system in Jiangsu. Property owners had the opportunity to become citizens, but it didn't equal that property owners could definitely become citizens. To become a citizen, besides having a certain amount of property, one also needed to make a property declaration and pay taxes and perform military service according to the declared property. In the entire Jiangsu at present, only about 20% of the people had obtained citizenship. Even so, Wang Youhong still relied on this group of citizens to expel other forces from the assembly and government in several elections, and initially established and improved Jiangsu's systems at all levels. Most importantly, Jiangsu established a conscription-based army composed of citizens. The formal troops plus reserves added up to over a hundred thousand strong. If not for the People's Party, the Jiangsu governed by Wang Youhong would be the largest force in Jiangnan, even stronger than Zhejiang.

Xu Xilin understood that whether mentioning Wang Youhong's citizenship system or mentioning collecting taxes from Western Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei was attempting to grasp Zhejiang's economy and political power more forcefully. This meeting would not be anything good.

"Lord Tao, please allow us to prepare first," Xu Xilin said.

Tao Chengzhang looked at Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin with a very understanding expression. "You two don't need to rush either."

Western Zhejiang learning from the People's Party was not a simple joke. Besides the attitude towards the land issue and the ability to build industry, Western Zhejiang's system was exactly the same as the People's Party. The Guangfu Society, as the ruling party, comprehensively led government work. And Guangfu Society cadres, as political commissars, led the Guangfu Army under their command. They also implemented "The Branch is Built on the Company," the troops had Soldiers' Committees, and even the "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were important military orders and discipline for the Western Zhejiang Guangfu Army.

The Western Zhejiang Branch now administered the three counties of Deqing, Changxing, and Anji. If Xu Xilin was willing, he could very well move the Western Zhejiang Branch to Huzhou. It was just that at the time, facing the pressure of Duan Qirui's Beiyang Third Division, the Western Zhejiang Branch dared not be so arrogant. Later, Cai Yuanpei became the Speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly, and Xu Xilin didn't want to be too close to the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. So he still chose Changxing, which was backed by the People's Party base area, as the headquarters of the Western Zhejiang Branch. The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch called the controlled Huzhou the "Huzhou District," corresponding to the People's Party's Liberated Areas. Qiu Jin was the District Mayor of Huzhou District, and Xu Xilin was the Party Secretary of the Huzhou District Committee.

At the Guangfu Society Committee Plenary Meeting of the Western Zhejiang Branch, listening to Xu Xilin narrate the current situation and the possible content of this Guangfu Society General Headquarters meeting, Ji Ye, the Political Commissar of the Anji Military Sub-district and Secretary of the Anji County Party Committee, spoke up, "Secretary Xu, Mayor Qiu, I do not agree with the idea of the Guangfu Society joining the Beiyang side. Our policies and organization are close to the People's Party. Let alone Beiyang, even the divergence between the Guangfu Society General Headquarters and us is greater than with the People's Party. Where is the logic in abandoning what is close to seek what is far?"

The Western Zhejiang Branch was a troop composed of the wounded who were forced to be left on the battlefield after the Guangfu Society's attack on Nanjing was frustrated in 1909, as well as Guangfu Society members who volunteered to bring up the rear. This group of warriors fought together with the People's Party medical team and the guard protecting the medical team, repelling the attack of Wang Youhong's tens of thousands of troops, and then retreated calmly to the People's Party Anhui Base Area for rest and reorganization. After rest and reorganization, this group of Guangfu Society members did not return to Southern Zhejiang controlled by the Guangfu Society at that time, but entered Western Zhejiang backed by the People's Party to start the revolution.

In terms of life-and-death experiences and combat proficiency, they could deservedly claim to be number one within the Guangfu Society. Moreover, the nearly one thousand core personnel of this troop had all received training from the People's Party multiple times. Leaving aside what attitude Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin as leaders had towards the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, the backbone force of the Western Zhejiang Branch all inclined towards the People's Party.

After Cai Yuanpei took over the Guangfu Society from Tao Chengzhang's hands, he implemented a compromise policy towards Beiyang. The Western Zhejiang Branch relied entirely on the People's Party's support to gain a foothold in Western Zhejiang. These comrades knew very well in their hearts that Beiyang completely treated the Western Zhejiang Branch as the People's Party. Since that was the case, a considerable portion of the backbone of the Western Zhejiang Branch, at least Ji Ye, believed that the Western Zhejiang Branch had absolutely no reason to stand on Beiyang's side.

With Ji Ye taking the lead to state her position, other Guangfu Society comrades also began to speak, "That's right, even if we don't help the People's Party, there's no reason to help Beiyang."

"Our Western Zhejiang also has no reason to pay taxes to a Beiyang Military Governor. Mr. Cai took quite a few people from us, especially taking away quite a few doctors. Right now, even with money, there's nowhere to find a doctor."

"For the past year, various forces outside our Western Zhejiang Branch have been constantly in conflict with us. Let's not talk about the Headquarters doing things unfairly themselves. When we had conflicts with others, when did they ever back us up?"

Listening to the comrades opposing with seven mouths and eight tongues, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin also felt very helpless. They didn't dare let Tao Chengzhang participate in the meeting, not because they were afraid Tao Chengzhang would leak secrets, but because they were afraid Tao Chengzhang would be embarrassed. If the Guangfu Society General Headquarters considered the Western Zhejiang Branch an anomaly, the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch likewise considered many policies of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, especially the core policies, "baffling." On the point of opposing positions, the two sides were no different.

Xu Xilin dared not ask the comrades to vote at this time either. If the method of party democracy was used to implement voting, the result would definitely be the Western Zhejiang Branch rejecting all requests of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters, and might even conversely demand the Guangfu Society General Headquarters break with Beiyang. Judging from the situation the Western Zhejiang Branch understood, at such times Chen Ke could always gain support by persuading comrades. Xu Xilin knew he definitely couldn't do this; in a fierce and equal debate, it would be good enough if he wasn't persuaded by the comrades.

Qiu Jin hurriedly took over the conversation, "Everyone, don't be anxious first. Since it's a meeting, we can talk."

As a representative figure of the pro-People's Party faction in the Guangfu Society, Ji Ye said loudly, "Mayor Qiu, I feel there isn't much to talk about regarding this matter. If Mr. Cai insists on supporting Beiyang, we have no need to stay in the Guangfu Society. Beiyang is obviously not the People's Party's opponent; if we have to choose sides, we must also choose the side of the victor."

With Ji Ye leading, waves of support for the People's Party continued to rise within the Western Zhejiang Branch.

What Xu Xilin least wanted to see was the split of the Guangfu Society. As a veteran of the Guangfu Society, he had gone through life and death for the revolutionary cause of the Guangfu Society. If the Guangfu Society split because he failed to do his best to stop it, Xu Xilin could not accept it no matter what. But Xu Xilin surprisingly found that he couldn't find an ally for a moment. Industry, agriculture, military, mass health, education—the committee gathered all the backbones of the Western Zhejiang Branch. Almost everyone participating in the meeting expressed non-support for Beiyang, and even non-support for the policies of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters. The commercial department originally wanted to say something different from everyone, but after frowning and thinking for a while, he chose to remain silent. Finally, someone managed to say a sentence, but it was the person in charge of the literature and art department, "Harmony is precious. I think at least we shouldn't make things so stiff with the General Headquarters."

"Speaking from *On Contradiction*, you can't clap with one hand..." Ji Ye retorted unceremoniously.

"Alright, alright!" Xu Xilin hurriedly cut off Ji Ye's words. If Ji Ye continued to speak like this, the whole situation would develop towards a fiercer quarrel. Xu Xilin felt that the biggest gap between himself and Chen Ke lay in leadership ability. No matter what, Chen Ke could hold the fort, but with the development of the Western Zhejiang Branch, many times everyone avoided quarreling purely because they were giving Xu Xilin face. In actual action, it was simply impossible for Xu Xilin to make comrades go against their true intentions to execute Xu Xilin's opinions.

"Then I don't hold any ideas for this meeting either. I'll just go to the General Headquarters to fight a war of words and quarrel like before. After quarreling, I'll come back," Xu Xilin said helplessly.

The comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch also felt quite helpless. Anyway, every time the General Headquarters held a meeting, it was this result: accusations plus quarreling. What maintained the General Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch was only the so-called incense burner sentiment (old ties). But continuing like this was not a solution. As time passed, the divergence between the General Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch increased day by day, and the attitude of the Guangfu Society General Headquarters became clearer and clearer: firmly supporting Beiyang, firmly opposing the People's Party. On this point, the contradiction had no possibility of coordination. Even if Xu Xilin could muddle through like before this time, what about next time? What about the time after next? After the war starts, how should the Western Zhejiang Branch choose?

Ji Ye said, "Secretary Xu, we can't avoid this matter. Let's just come up with a charter ourselves first. Just dragging it out like this isn't a solution either."

Xu Xilin was just afraid of holding this meeting; how could he not be clear about the Western Zhejiang Branch's thoughts? Once war broke out, although the Western Zhejiang Branch was unwilling to join the People's Party, they were very willing to fight side by side with the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei's attitude was also very clear. If discussed, it would only leave the question of whether there would be a civil war within the Guangfu Society. Xu Xilin would rather die than see comrades within the Guangfu Society turning weapons against each other.

"Wait until I come back to talk about everything!" Xu Xilin made the final decision to muddy the waters.

Having determined the comrades' thoughts, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin embarked on the journey to Hangzhou with Tao Chengzhang. On the way, Xu Xilin began to persuade Tao Chengzhang, "Lord Tao, you said the next Zhejiang Military Governor will be someone from our Guangfu Society. I wonder if Lord Tao has the intention to run?"

Tao Chengzhang gave a bitter laugh. "Bosun, I know you oppose joining this war. This time I also want to be this Zhejiang Military Governor to preserve Zhejiang. But Mr. Cai is dead set on joining the war. I came to find you this time, brother, just wanting Bosun to support me. If I can become this Zhejiang Military Governor, I will certainly try my best to let Zhejiang avoid the flames of war."

"But how should the Beiyang Third Army be handled? Aren't they recruiting soldiers and buying horses in Zhejiang just to fight this war? In the news I heard, the Beiyang Third Army is to be expanded to a force of four divisions, one hundred thousand men. If Lord Tao wants to avoid war, the Third Army will certainly not agree."

"Your Western Zhejiang also has over ten thousand men, and Southern Zhejiang currently also has over ten thousand men. The Beiyang Third Army is currently only forty thousand. Within these forty thousand, nearly half are Zhejiang people. As long as we join hands, we can subdue the Third Army somehow. At that time, Zhejiang will have fifty or sixty thousand troops; self-preservation is always possible." Tao Chengzhang told Xu Xilin his plan.

"Then the key is Mr. Cai?" Xu Xilin asked.

"The key is Mr. Cai!" Tao Chengzhang answered heavily.



★


April 12th 3

Volume 5 - Chapter 60

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 60 April 12th (3)

Whether it was Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, or Qiu Jin, they all believed that Cai Yuanpei was in Hangzhou presiding over Zhejiang affairs. In reality, Cai Yuanpei was not in Hangzhou. He had disguised himself and left Hangzhou City in a very low-key manner, rushing towards Nanjing. The Nanjing side had also received news of Cai Yuanpei's contact in advance, and Wang Youhong arranged to meet Cai Yuanpei at Yuhuatai.

Cai Yuanpei was not very familiar with Wang Youhong. In recent years, they had met a few times because of the National Assembly and the mediation of inter-provincial disputes. Precisely because of these infrequent meetings, Cai Yuanpei felt that every time he saw Wang Youhong, he could clearly sense the changes in him. This was not about any difference in Wang Youhong's appearance. As a sixty-year-old man, Wang Youhong naturally couldn't have any physical development, not even the chance of cheek swelling caused by wisdom teeth. This change came entirely from the influence of spirit on demeanor and behavior.

When the two first met in 1909, Cai Yuanpei was passing through Jiangsu for Guangfu Society business, and Wang Youhong had received Cai Yuanpei and his party very politely. The impression Wang Youhong left on Cai Yuanpei was that of a military man. A sturdy body, a booming voice, an expression full of oppressiveness, a somewhat purplish-red face, and eyes that slightly bulged from constant glaring.

However, Wang Youhong had been changing. By 1912, when both Wang Youhong and Cai Yuanpei went to Beijing to attend the National Assembly meetings, Wang Youhong still had that oppressive appearance, but the whole person was much more steady. Overall, his temperament was more like Yuan Shikai.

And meeting Wang Youhong again this time, Cai Yuanpei found that the kind of oppressiveness that was once exposed like a signboard had almost disappeared. This wasn't because Wang Youhong had become frail or "collapsed into a pile of mud" after losing his spirit; that external toughness had been replaced by an inner fortitude. Cai Yuanpei was a great scholar; he had seen such changes in literati, from the sharp edge shown when they first achieved learning to the humility and calmness in their gestures after achieving great learning. But Wang Youhong was a military man, an official, yet he also had such a change. This couldn't help but make Cai Yuanpei feel somewhat surprised.

But now was not the time to discuss this. Cai Yuanpei decided to turn a blind eye to these minor details. Cai Yuanpei asked seriously, "War is approaching, I wonder what Governor Wang intends to do?"

Wang Youhong answered very calmly, "War is inevitable. I am always uneasy in my heart. I really don't want to fight, and I don't know how to win. I wonder what advice Speaker Cai has?"

Such a frank and sincere answer didn't sound like a soldier's answer at all, let alone words that a Governor holding great power could say. Cai Yuanpei knew that people who could view problems from such an unbiased angle were extremely difficult to deal with.

Since Wang Youhong was so frank, Cai Yuanpei's words naturally became much more polite, "Governor Wang, the People's Party will absolutely not let us off in the current situation. Chen Ke's political platform absolutely leaves us no way to live. If we cannot eliminate Chen Ke and the People's Party, we will definitely die without a burial place."

Cai Yuanpei could see that Wang Youhong did not feel any fear because of these words, but it was equally obvious that Wang Youhong was interested in Cai Yuanpei's words. But Wang Youhong neither rushed to interrupt nor echoed with feigned understanding. He remained polite and quietly acted as a listener.

Cai Yuanpei originally wanted to pull Wang Youhong completely to his side. Wang Youhong's cooperation made Cai Yuanpei feel much more relaxed. If Wang Youhong were to ask questions in a panic at this time, it would delay time. Cai Yuanpei spoke seriously, and Wang Youhong listened attentively. It took nearly half an hour for Cai Yuanpei to explain the reasons why the People's Party's new system was deviant and lawless to Wang Youhong.

Just when Cai Yuanpei was drinking water to rest, Wang Youhong asked in a calm tone, "Speaker Cai, listening to what you just said, it seems you don't care who can seize the world, but rather that the People's Party must be overthrown. I wonder if that is so?"

Cai Yuanpei was shocked in his heart. Everyone who knew him thought Cai Yuanpei was a staunch follower of Yuan Shikai. In fact, Cai Yuanpei's attitude was very clear, which was to resolutely eliminate the People's Party. To achieve this goal, Cai Yuanpei had no choice but to choose Beiyang. Until now, only Wang Youhong alone had noticed and directly stated Cai Yuanpei's true thoughts.

"Does Governor Wang have any objections to Beiyang?" Cai Yuanpei asked in surprise.

Wang Youhong smiled, "Speaker Cai, to be honest, what we in Jiangsu want is federal autonomy. Whether the People's Party defeats Beiyang, or Beiyang defeats the People's Party, this federal autonomy will come to an end. What difference does it make to us who wins or loses?"

Cai Yuanpei advised, "If the People's Party wins, Jiangsu will definitely be crushed by the People's Party. If Beiyang wins, given Jiangsu's current military strength, Beiyang may not necessarily dare to cross swords with Governor Wang."

"Haha," Wang Youhong laughed. It was a very sincere laugh, with neither mockery nor malice, purely a sincere laugh brought out by hearing something interesting. The laughter did not last too long. Wang Youhong put away his smile and said seriously, "Speaker Cai, if Beiyang can't even take down our Jiangsu, what makes them think they can defeat the People's Party? If Beiyang can't defeat the People's Party, what benefit is there for us in Jiangsu to join Beiyang's side? To be buried along with them?"

This question had clear facts and logic, and its starting point was pure unadulterated egoism. Cai Yuanpei wanted to criticize Wang Youhong for being shortsighted and unable to see the situation clearly. But for a great scholar of Cai Yuanpei's level, he really couldn't say such irrational words to a clear-headed person of Wang Youhong's noble status; that would simply be bringing disgrace upon himself.

"Then Governor Wang, what exactly do you think about the war?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"I know it's impossible to stay out of it, so Jiangsu's plan is to defend the land and comfort the people. We will absolutely not intervene in however they fight outside, but whoever wants to fight into our Jiangsu, we will definitely resist to the end." Wang Youhong answered very crisply, not only completely confirming Jiangsu's future course of action but even turning around to persuade Cai Yuanpei, "Speaker Cai, people refer to Jiangnan as 'Jiang-Zhe'; Jiangsu and Zhejiang are one entity. The situation in the world is already like this. As a native of Zhejiang, why must you get involved in the struggle between two Henan people? If we Jiang-Zhe join hands, we can at least make the People's Party fearful. If the People's Party is greatly weakened after the great war, we can even strive for local autonomy. This is the way to seek welfare for the elders of Jiang-Zhe."

Cai Yuanpei was quite disdainful of Wang Youhong's shortsighted view. After thinking for a while, he finally threw out an important card, "If we have the assistance of British warships, and the coalition forces of Jiang-Zhe go up the river, what does Governor Wang think the People's Party will do?"

After these words were spoken, Cai Yuanpei saw Wang Youhong's face change completely for the first time. Not only did his expression become extremely severe, but his gaze was also like a sharp knife. "So Mr. Cai has colluded with the British?"

The word "colluded" was not a kind term. Cai Yuanpei couldn't figure out for a moment whether Wang Youhong couldn't find a suitable word in his excitement or if he genuinely had such deep hostility towards the British. And Wang Youhong's subsequent words cleared up the misunderstanding, "Since Mr. Cai has clung to the big tree of the British, I, Wang, really cannot climb that high. Mr. Cai has a boundless future. I wish Mr. Cai can eliminate the People's Party at an early date and save the people and the country from fire and water. I have other matters, so I cannot keep Mr. Cai company."

Being given such a clean and crisp eviction order by Wang Youhong, Cai Yuanpei was inexplicably surprised. However, Wang Youhong didn't give Cai Yuanpei a chance to explain at all. He stood up, apologized, and left leisurely. Now Cai Yuanpei felt Wang Youhong was even more unfathomable. As the Governor of Jiangsu, he was so xenophobic; this was simply unreasonable.

But an eviction was an eviction. It was pointless for Cai Yuanpei to stay in Nanjing shamelessly, so he had to take a boat back to Hangzhou.

The boat was a steam-powered ship built by the People's Party. Sitting in the cabin, Cai Yuanpei couldn't figure out why Wang Youhong was so hostile to the British intervention no matter how hard he thought. For Cai Yuanpei, although the British intervention was very abrupt, Cai Yuanpei didn't object to it much.

At the end of September 1914, the British made contact with Cai Yuanpei through a merchant in Shanghai. This merchant's identity was also quite peculiar; he was actually the cousin of Qi Huishen, a member of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the People's Party. After the contact, the British expressed their willingness to support Cai Yuanpei in opposing the People's Party. If Cai Yuanpei could perform well in opposing the People's Party, the British could give Cai Yuanpei great support. For example, guaranteeing Zhejiang's post-war autonomous status; the British could even support Cai Yuanpei leading the Guangfu Society to obtain true ruling power over Zhejiang. That is to say, in addition to supporting Cai Yuanpei in continuing to control the Zhejiang Assembly and completely controlling the Zhejiang government, he could also control Zhejiang's military power.

The price was so high that Cai Yuanpei felt there must be a catch. Qi Huishen's cousin simply "revealed the bottom card": the British hoped that after Cai Yuanpei led the Guangfu Society to control Zhejiang, he could build Zhejiang into a free trade zone, or at least open major cities as free trade cities. Even with such lobbying, Cai Yuanpei was still very skeptical of the British sincerity. The British bullied Cai Yuanpei, this country bumpkin, by bringing up Japan's suppression of domestic socialists and Europe's crackdown on the Communist Party as examples. At least in terms of opposing the new system implemented by the People's Party, Cai Yuanpei was dead set. Seeing that the attitudes of Europe and Japan were so resolute, Cai Yuanpei felt there was a basis for cooperation. The two sides conducted several rounds of contact and negotiation on the direction of cooperation to exterminate the People's Party.

After Britain and Japan signed the "Far East War Memorandum" with Beiyang, Cai Yuanpei no longer worried that he would become a new "traitor" and thus firmed up his intention to cooperate. The British side not only provided a batch of weapons to Cai Yuanpei but also guaranteed that if the war started, the British fleet would also help the Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei as well as the Beiyang Army to implement military strikes. Cai Yuanpei hadn't expected that one day he would also be able to become a leading figure commanding thousands of troops and horses and even modern warships. And Feng Guozhang, the Governor of Min-Zhe (Fujian-Zhejiang) for Beiyang, also expressed that he would stand firmly with Cai Yuanpei in the campaign to exterminate the Southern People's Party.

The only thing he hadn't expected was that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong would hold such a strong opposing attitude towards this matter. This made Cai Yuanpei feel extremely puzzled. Was Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong really not afraid of the British?

Harboring this puzzlement, Cai Yuanpei returned to Hangzhou. The people who came to welcome him told him that Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin had been waiting for Cai Yuanpei for a day. Cai Yuanpei sighed in his heart. No matter what attitude Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong held, Zhejiang could not change its established strategy. Currently, Min-Zhe Governor Feng Guozhang had not completely finished war preparations. It wasn't just the conscription of troops, weapons and equipment, and the training of new recruits; the People's Party had infiltrated the south quite severely. Although many people in the Guangfu Society and Tongmenghui in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian had not joined the People's Party, there were quite a few who fully supported the People's Party's policies or supported a part of the People's Party's policies.

Chen Ke spoke of "People's Revolution," and one of his habitual tactics was to infiltrate other political forces. In 1905 in Shanghai, didn't Chen Ke also try to use the power of the Guangfu Society? Chen Ke's generals Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Wang Bin were all acquainted through the Guangfu Society. Wherever Chen Ke went, he spared no effort to poach from other forces. Shang Yuan, Pu Guanshui, and Qin Tongren of Beiyang ensured Chen Ke's base area in Fengtai County, Anhui. As for after the First Anqing Campaign, the Yue Wang Society and the Guangfu Society were played by Chen Ke in the palm of his hand. The Yue Wang Society claimed to have a hundred thousand members, yet it was played by Chen Ke to the point of ceasing to exist. In the final analysis, these people were either brainwashed by Chen Ke or had similarities with Chen Ke in their own political concepts, so they were bewitched and deceived.

The result of Cai Yuanpei's discussion with Feng Guozhang and the British side was that to resist the People's Party forces in Jiangnan, the first thing was to completely dig out the "mass base" of the People's Party. Anyone who responded to Chen Ke's political call or potential rebels cooperating with Chen Ke must be cleared out without a single one left. In constant research, Cai Yuanpei also found his own collaborators, that is, the vast number of gentry and landlords in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian.

After resting for a night, Cai Yuanpei convened a general meeting of the Guangfu Society. In recent years, the Guangfu Society had not only completely recovered its vitality but also won repeatedly in the elections of legislators at all levels in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region, capturing more than half of the seats. Even gentry and landlords who were originally not members of the Guangfu Society chose to join the Guangfu Society one after another upon seeing its flourishing appearance. Apart from Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin, the other attendees of the general meeting were all local gentry.

Tao Chengzhang at least still had the self-awareness of a revolutionary senior. He sat in a front row seat with a grand posture, and his momentum would definitely not be suppressed by anyone. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had been working at the grassroots level these years, their hearts full of all kinds of trivial matters, so where would they have the mind to put on airs? The two's simple cloth robes appeared quite shabby amidst a group of fur robes and silk robes, like country bumpkins.

"Everyone, I don't need to hide from you the matter of the upcoming war. Once the war is fought, there will be chaos, and the Zhejiang army has to go out to fight, so the security in the local areas is very disturbing. We don't need to cover up anything about the military discipline of the army, so after discussion, the Zhejiang Assembly has decided to organize local militias in various places. To pacify the locality in normal times, and to transport grain and fodder in critical times. This is also much better than conscripting the common people." Cai Yuanpei spoke of his arrangements as if nothing had happened.

He said it was discussed by the Zhejiang Assembly, but those sitting here were basically important legislators of the Zhejiang Assembly, so everyone knew what the assembly had discussed. Many people listened absent-mindedly, their eyes constantly sweeping over Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin listened seriously, her left hand unconsciously supporting her chin. That "luxurious" watch attracted the jealous gazes of many bored people. The bigwigs of the Guangfu Society basically knew the origin of this watch. Although they didn't know Chen Ke's identity as a time traveler, 21st-century knockoffs were much more brilliant than the technology of the early 20th century. Plus, Qiu Jin cherished the watch very much, so the electroplated parts were still shiny, and the artificial crystal decoration refracted various rays of light. These bigwigs all had their own watches, but even gold-plated or silver-cased pocket watches were far apart in appearance compared to Qiu Jin's watch, let alone the dense and highly transparent watch glass and the precise timekeeping of this watch.

Out of female instinct, Qiu Jin had already noticed these gazes. She put down the arm supporting her chin and simply hugged her arms together, but the watch was still exposed. Because of the change in angle, the originally reflected brilliance turned into a very soft and delicate light, which actually attracted even more gazes.

Cai Yuanpei finished introducing the recent decisions of the assembly and continued, "Wartime consumption is huge. If tax revenue cannot be ensured and soldiers lack pay and provisions, they will harass the locality. The matter of Zhejiang's tax revenue still has to rely on everyone to handle."

As soon as this signal was sent out, a legislator wearing a fox fur robe began to make difficulties, "Western Zhejiang has not paid taxes for these years. Since the situation is already like this, I think Western Zhejiang has to pay taxes too."

"Sure enough, here it comes!" Qiu Jin couldn't help but reveal a cold sneer, but this time, after all, there was the matter of supporting Tao Chengzhang, so Qiu Jin didn't say a word.

With someone taking the lead, naturally, many followed suit. Legislators of gentry origin didn't speak as straightforwardly as the common people. Anyway, they quoted classics or cried poverty, demanding that Western Zhejiang pay taxes just like other regions.

When this round of talk paused slightly, Xu Xilin spoke, "Speaking of which, the Governor is elected every four years. The Zhejiang Governor was elected in '11, and it is already '15. I wonder who our Guangfu Society is preparing to recommend for this Governor election? Everyone says we have to fight. To fight, we must choose a commander. As long as a Governor that everyone is satisfied with can be elected, it is not impossible for us in Western Zhejiang to pay taxes."

Some legislators hadn't expected Xu Xilin to counterattack in such a way, and they were all stunned. There was also a legislator who asked foolishly, "Then does Brother Xu have someone to recommend?"

"Of course I have someone to recommend!" Xu Xilin said loudly, standing up as he spoke, "I recommend Lord Tao to become the next Governor of Zhejiang."

As soon as this statement came out, the meeting venue buzzed with a commotion. Regarding the candidate for the future Zhejiang Governor, some legislators had thought about it, and some had not. But Xu Xilin recommending Tao Chengzhang caught quite a few people off guard. Although Tao Chengzhang's status in the Guangfu Society had declined in the past two years, Tao Chengzhang was still the Commander-in-Chief of the Guangfu Army and the commander-in-chief of the Guangfu Society's armed forces. Choosing Tao Chengzhang to serve as Zhejiang Governor during wartime was indeed a very persuasive choice.

The legislator who had jumped out earliest to demand Western Zhejiang pay taxes saw the situation change and hurriedly shouted, "This time we must discuss the matter of Western Zhejiang paying taxes first. The matter of the Governor can be discussed later."

Qiu Jin immediately stood up and said, "There's no need to discuss it later. Bosun has already said that if a Governor we are satisfied with is elected, Western Zhejiang can also pay taxes. Moreover, Mr. Cai just said that local militias are to be established in various places. Lord Tao has led troops and fought so many battles; I think it is best for him to command the militias."

Once these words were out, the small-scale private discussions that had already started continued to expand. Tao Chengzhang sat upright in his seat as if they were talking about someone else, but he felt that the current chaotic situation was actually quite good. Cai Yuanpei's seat was near Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang turned his head slightly and saw a smile on Cai Yuanpei's lips. This made Tao Chengzhang a little confused.
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"Mr. Tao would be a good choice for the Governor of Zhejiang, but the current situation is so uncertain..."

"We must act with caution, with caution."

Regarding who would be elected as the Governor of Zhejiang in 1915, the General Assembly of the Guangfu Society quickly became a hornet's nest, with most representatives discussing it incessantly. Because of Tao Chengzhang's seniority and prestige, no one dared to oppose him directly, but there were few explicit supporters. Tao Chengzhang's expression gradually changed as he listened to the discussions. He had originally anticipated the general development of the situation, but the current ambiguity was still somewhat different from what he had expected. These Guangfu Society representatives were even more hesitant than he had imagined.

Tao Chengzhang stood up abruptly, and the buzzing in the venue vanished instantly. This veteran, one of the most senior members of the Guangfu Society, still held his own influence.

"Gentlemen, you dare not nominate me, Tao Chengzhang, and I can guess the reason. The Beiyang Army has strong forces in Zhejiang, and everyone is afraid that the Beiyang Army won't agree. But I find it strange. We people of Zhejiang are electing our own Zhejiang Governor; why must the Beiyang Army agree? This is Zhejiang, not Beijing," Tao Chengzhang said loudly. His words made sense, but the gentry attending the meeting were not truly moved.

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin looked at each other, and they both saw helplessness in each other's eyes. This kind of thing had happened more than once or twice in Western Zhejiang. If one believed that saving the country and the people was the most important principle in China at present, then the gentry never spoke of this principle. In Western Zhejiang, whether in the past or present, whether engaging in production or running education, whether building infrastructure or setting up enterprises, the greatest resistance came not from the common people, but from the gentry.

When these things that were beneficial to the entire Western Zhejiang came before the gentry, they would have a good talk with the Western Zhejiang Branch about the principles of "property owners." The Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch was also mostly made up of property owners. At the beginning, they tried to compromise, attempting to use revolutionary principles to influence the landlords and gentry. The landlords and gentry were initially afraid of the Western Zhejiang Branch's military force and were "willing to accommodate" on some small matters. But as social production expanded, there were more and more things that required the gentry's "accommodation," and the gentry also discovered that the Western Zhejiang Branch was unwilling to use force to forcibly push policies. Various confrontations began to increase.

One thing failed, two things failed, three things failed, until later almost everything failed. What the Western Zhejiang Branch wanted to do was seen by the gentry as either "competing with the people for profit" or "extorting the gentry." In the end, there were even people crying and shouting that the Western Zhejiang Branch was "destroying people's ancestral graves" and "ruining people's feng shui." That was when the Western Zhejiang Branch tried to build an irrigation system. All members had undergone special ideological education beforehand, preparing to learn from the People's Party and lead the masses in voluntary labor. This incident thoroughly angered the young people of the Western Zhejiang Branch, and for the first time, everyone decided to cast aside the landlords and mobilize the masses.

The masses naturally hoped to have better irrigation. At the People's Assembly, everyone voted, and the resolution allowing the Western Zhejiang Branch to lead the masses in building the irrigation system was passed with over 90% of the votes. With the support of the masses, the Western Zhejiang Branch forcibly implemented the water conservancy irrigation project with the backing of guns. That year, grain tax revenue increased by ten percent.

With this beginning, the Western Zhejiang Branch relied more and more on the common people and cast aside those landlords and gentry. The common people had no money, only this strength. For those projects where they could earn money to improve their lives by working, the Western Zhejiang Branch insisted on not making empty promises beforehand and insisted on not pretending to be generous when paying. They operated the government and public production with the calculation of a small household. There were no common people who wouldn't follow along.

The Guangfu Society General Assembly before them dared not directly nominate Tao Chengzhang as the next Governor of Zhejiang. Those who genuinely opposed Tao Chengzhang were actually in the minority. The majority, or the vast majority of the gentry who dared not state their position, were afraid that the Beiyang Army would be dissatisfied. If the Beiyang Army was dissatisfied, they would make things difficult for the gentry. Before the barrel of a gun, this bunch of gentry would swallow their broken teeth into their bellies and absolutely dare not resist. If Tao Chengzhang could not protect their interests, then sayings like "Zhejiang is the Zhejiang people's Zhejiang" were just nonsense. No matter how beautiful the future might be, if the risk exceeded a certain range, it was absolutely impossible for these people to abandon their immediate interests to struggle for the future. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin had seen such things countless times in Western Zhejiang.

As expected, things developed just as the two had predicted. No matter how eloquently Tao Chengzhang tried to gain the support of these gentry councilors, the results were futile. At first, some councilors could still listen patiently, but after a while, some councilors couldn't help but yawn. Tao Chengzhang's effort to become the Governor of Zhejiang could be said to have failed completely.

When Tao Chengzhang sat down with a dry mouth, someone brought up the matter of taxation in Western Zhejiang again "to ease the atmosphere." Qiu Jin immediately re-emphasized the attitude of the Western Zhejiang Branch: "Taxation is fine, but a suitable Governor of Zhejiang must be elected. Otherwise, there is no need to mention this matter again."

Parliament was actually a game between various interest groups, and this game was the most inefficient method. After fussing for a day, all parties had merely stated their own positions and current bottom lines. The content discussed had made no substantive progress at all. Although they had sufficient psychological preparation before coming, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin still felt very regretful. One must know that it was now early spring, and farm work was piling up like a mountain. If they were in Western Zhejiang, the two could at least do a lot of practical work in a day. There would be no need to waste a day's time in vain.

In the evening, Tao Chengzhang came to find the two of them in a huff. Today's situation had exceeded Tao Chengzhang's imagination. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin originally thought Tao Chengzhang was going to ask them to make more concessions, such as agreeing to the taxation in Western Zhejiang, in exchange for more people supporting Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang did not make such a meaningless request at all. He said, "Bosun, Jianhu, at this time, the timing cannot be determined within the General Assembly. Since we are to organize a militia, I must ask for your help to send some reliable personnel to me. I don't have to be the Governor of Zhejiang, but the militia absolutely cannot be allowed to let these people do as they please again."

Qiu Jin asked tentatively, "Mr. Tao, what is the situation at Datong School now?" Datong School was the most important cadre school of the Guangfu Society and was once even the military academy of the Guangfu Society. In recent years, Qiu Jin had not gone back to Shaoxing at all. She had only heard that the recent situation at Datong School was quite subtle, but she wasn't clear on exactly how subtle it was.

Sure enough, Tao Chengzhang sighed, "Beiyang is extremely wary of Datong School. After opening a military academy in Zhejiang, they strictly forbade Datong School from having any military-related training. Mr. Cai has already taken the concurrent post of principal of Datong School, and all teachers inside are determined by Mr. Cai. The current Datong School is completely different from our time."

Hearing that the Datong School she had once led had undergone such changes, Qiu Jin felt quite uncomfortable in her heart. She changed the subject and said, "Mr. Tao, it is fine for you to send people to our place to receive military training. But we in Western Zhejiang simply do not have surplus manpower to dispatch to various places."

"That works too," Tao Chengzhang answered readily. "I will speak frankly with you two. In my heart, I don't want to fight a war at all. I don't care who wins or loses between the People's Party and Beiyang, but the system of provincial autonomy cannot be abolished. So I ask you two to help me train these people well. Currently, Beiyang has strong military power in Zhejiang, and these gentry councilors dare not act rashly. We will endure for now. Once the situation in Zhejiang changes, we can use the militia to seize military power in Zhejiang. I don't care at all about being this governor. But the affairs of Zhejiang must be decided by the people of Zhejiang. In any case, we cannot let outsiders manipulate the future of our Zhejiang."

Qiu Jin nodded. "As long as you send the people over, I can train them well. Mr. Tao doesn't need to worry."

Xu Xilin also expressed deep agreement with this. "Mr. Tao, the Beiyang Army must be driven out of Zhejiang. If Wenqing wins, as long as we still have a breath left, we will do our best to request Wenqing to maintain the status quo in Zhejiang."

"Then I entrust it to you two," Tao Chengzhang said gratefully.

"By the way, Mr. Tao, I have a little trick I want to discuss with you," Xu Xilin laughed.

The next day, Tao Chengzhang did not continue to try to seek the position of governor. As soon as the meeting started, he asked, "Since a militia is to be built, who exactly will control this militia? Will the Beiyang Army control it? Or will the Guangfu Army control it?"

If yesterday everyone still dared to offer various opinions on whether Tao Chengzhang could be the Governor of Zhejiang, making the entire conference hall like a beehive, now the room was quite quiet. Everyone dared not make a sound regarding Tao Chengzhang's question today. Being afraid of offending Beiyang was one thing, but directly handing over guns to Beiyang was another. However, with Tao Chengzhang stating his position so aggressively, everyone knew that Tao Chengzhang was determined to seize this military power. This was not the time to talk nonsense.

Tao Chengzhang disregarded everyone's silent expression of some kind of non-support. He said loudly, "Whoever opposes, please stand up."

This was the method Xu Xilin had suggested yesterday. If you are worried that others won't support you, then simply force others to directly express opposition. Sure enough, as Xu Xilin had said, at least no one stood up directly. Everyone really hadn't expected Tao Chengzhang to say this. If they stood up, that would be open opposition. With Tao Chengzhang's influence, even if everyone disagreed, no one was willing to be the first to stand up and express opposition. Someone tried to speak while sitting, but Tao Chengzhang immediately pointed at that person and said, "Either stand up and oppose, or sit there and don't talk. If you chatter on like yesterday, there will be no result even if we talk until tomorrow."

That person had originally intended to do just that, but seeing Tao Chengzhang's attitude was so tough, he simply stopped making a sound.

"If no one opposes, I, your brother, will be responsible for organizing the militia. I wonder what Mr. Cai's opinion is?" Tao Chengzhang said to Cai Yuanpei.

Everyone's eyes fell on Cai Yuanpei. In recent years, Cai Yuanpei had completely established his status as the leader of the Guangfu Society. If Cai Yuanpei opposed, these councilors wouldn't care about offending Tao Chengzhang.

"Then let's hand the matter of organizing the militia to Mr. Huanzhang," Cai Yuanpei said calmly. A portion of the councilors couldn't help but show disappointed expressions on their faces after hearing this.

With this major event determined, the meeting's discussion turned once again into a struggle session against the Western Zhejiang Branch. Various accusations were unleashed. The core content was criticizing the peasant associations being promoted by the Western Zhejiang Branch. In order to improve social production capacity, after repeated setbacks and attempts, Western Zhejiang, led by a group of radical members, finally opened the path of the mass line. Moreover, the folk customs in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions were very different from the north; the masses generally liked litigation. After the Western Zhejiang Branch promoted the construction of peasant associations with military force as a background, the dignity and prestige of the landlords were swept away completely. With the landlord power toppled, the peasant association became the only organ of power, truly achieving what people called "all power to the peasant association." Even small matters like a quarrel between a husband and wife had to be resolved at the peasant association. For all matters, if people from the peasant association were not present, they could not be resolved. The peasant association was simply dictating everything in the countryside; it was truly "what they say, gets done."

The peasants' main targets of attack were local tyrants and evil gentry, lawless landlords, and collaterally various patriarchal thoughts and systems, corrupt officials in the cities, and bad habits in the countryside. The momentum of this attack was simply like a violent storm; those who submitted to it survived, and those who defied it perished. The result was that the privileges of the feudal landlords of thousands of years, even if not beaten to a pulp, were at least thoroughly swept away in prestige. Outsiders could only say the peasant association was good, not that the peasant association was bad. Local tyrants, evil gentry, and lawless landlords were completely deprived of the right to speak, and no one dared to say half a word of "no." Under the power of the peasant association, the local tyrants and evil gentry in the areas of the Western Zhejiang Branch all ran to Hangzhou, and the remaining ones simply surrendered to the peasant association in the villages.

In recent years, as the Western Zhejiang Branch dared to mobilize the masses more and more, the relationship between the Guangfu Society General Assembly and the Western Zhejiang Branch had also plummeted. Being criticized meant nothing to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Anyway, every increase in social production would always bring one or several victims running to Hangzhou to cry and complain. With too many lice, one doesn't itch; with too much debt, one doesn't worry. They didn't take this to heart at all. Some councilors, when speaking to the point of agitation, even had foam at the corners of their mouths, pointing their fingers straight at Qiu Jin and screaming shrilly, "You are driving people to their deaths!"

Qiu Jin slammed the table fiercely and stood up abruptly. "Driving them to their deaths? Their land is still there, their lives are still there, and they haven't earned any less money. How are we driving them to their deaths? Who exactly said that? Bring those gossipers out and let them say to our faces exactly how we drove them to their deaths?"

Whether one has crossed the line of life and death, or experienced a battlefield like a Asura field, has a completely different effect on people. Don't look at the councilors appearing filled with righteous indignation; the fierce killing intent when Qiu Jin was angry made this group unable to speak for a moment. Moreover, Qiu Jin's attitude made one thing clear to this group: the Western Zhejiang Branch would absolutely not compromise on these matters.

"Forget it, stop arguing." Cai Yuanpei finally came out to smooth things over. "With a great enemy before us, what is everyone arguing about? There will be plenty of matters later. I think we should just end the discussion here for this time."

The veterans and big shots of the Guangfu Society knew that arguing further would not produce any result. They all turned their faces away and no longer glared at each other like fighting cocks. The Guangfu Society General Assembly meeting ended in this atmosphere filled with the smell of gunpowder.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin naturally refused to stay any longer in this hostile Hangzhou City. The situation the Guangfu Society General Assembly presented to the two at this meeting was almost incompatible like water and fire. The gentry, under the leadership of Cai Yuanpei, had thoroughly grasped the real power of the Guangfu Society. If Tao Chengzhang could become the next mutually elected Governor of Zhejiang, the Western Zhejiang Branch would still have something to rely on. This personnel arrangement was ruthlessly rejected because the gentry considered their own interests. As the commander-in-chief of the Guangfu Army, Tao Chengzhang was almost rejected even as the commander-in-chief of the newly built militia. The severity of the situation greatly exceeded the imaginations of Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin.

Every time they came to Hangzhou, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin felt that the city would become much more prosperous, with more people dressed in bright and decent clothes. However, the number of coolies in ragged clothes and beggars also increased greatly. The population of Huzhou controlled by the Western Zhejiang Branch increased rapidly because many new factories were set up. But those who had no food to eat could at least make a living by their own strength because the Western Zhejiang Branch had opened many silk reeling and silk factories, as well as other public institutions needed by society. Unless they were so lazy that they refused to work even if they died, even a street sweeper could barely make ends meet. The marketplace of Hangzhou, especially the constantly increasing brothels, made Qiu Jin extremely dissatisfied. Seeing the heavily made-up women soliciting customers at the doors, Qiu Jin gave a cold snort.

Seeing the two to the gate of Hangzhou City, Tao Chengzhang said gratefully, "Many thanks for your help."

"Mr. Tao, originally we thought that Mr. Tao would never be treated like this in the Guangfu Society, but we have caused trouble for Mr. Tao." Xu Xilin spoke very carefully, afraid of stinging Tao Chengzhang's sad matters.

"You haven't been here for a year either. The Guangfu Society has changed a lot. No wonder you didn't know. No wonder you." How could Tao Chengzhang not understand Xu Xilin's meaning?

"Mr. Tao, if there are any requests, just give the order. Although we can no longer speak in the General Assembly, we can still do a little something in Western Zhejiang." Qiu Jin also sympathized with Tao Chengzhang in her heart. In the first few years when the Guangfu Society was established, Cai Yuanpei was the president in name, but all actual work was led and done by Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin. Unexpectedly, the three now held such positions in the Guangfu Society.

Tao Chengzhang saw Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin to the city gate but did not want to part. They simply led their horses and continued walking forward. Tao Chengzhang asked, "I wonder what you two plan to do after going back?"

"We plan to go back and try the unified purchase and sale of grain," Xu Xilin answered.

The unified purchase and sale of grain was a new policy recently implemented by the People's Party in the old base areas. With the completion of land reform in the old base areas, the People's Party had begun to continue policy adjustments according to the characteristics of the industrial age. The Western Zhejiang Branch had also studied the documents in this regard. In the industrial age where transactions were fully socialized, grain transactions, as the most basic of life, also had to be more socialized and more planned economy-oriented. If the government could not control the flow of grain, it was simply impossible to supply the grain needs of the entire society.

The People's Party stabilized grain prices through strong management of the countryside. Renminbi was paper money, and the People's Party did not have enough precious metals as collateral for the currency. Fortunately, the People's Party had to eat every day, so the Renminbi's value was pegged to grain prices, almost creating the Renminbi's credit out of thin air. With the development of the economy in Western Zhejiang, the problem of insufficient currency also appeared. The People's Party could issue paper money, but Western Zhejiang could not do so at all. As a last resort, they had to imitate the People's Party's method and try to implement strong government control over grain in Western Zhejiang first. However, doing so would greatly offend the gentry and landlords again. So Xu Xilin's spirits were not high.

Although Tao Chengzhang could not fully understand the meaning of "unified purchase and sale" mentioned by Xu Xilin, he knew it was definitely not an easy task. But Tao Chengzhang also knew he couldn't help much. He patted Xu Xilin on the shoulder. "Bosun, if you feel it should be done, then go do it. It is incredibly difficult to get others to agree with you in life; as long as you can have a clear conscience, that is enough."

Xu Xilin nodded. "Many thanks for your parting words, Mr. Tao."

Walking further, there was nothing else to say. The three of them did not act like sentimental children. After cupping their hands in farewell, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin led the guard unit towards the direction of Huzhou.
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On the very night the Restoration Society General Assembly concluded, shortly after Tao Chengzhang saw off Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, a secret meeting convened by Cai Yuanpei with over a dozen Restoration Society heavyweights raised its curtain. The so-called secret meeting simply meant avoiding certain specific individuals, such as those of Tao Chengzhang's faction, or those members who still held strong wariness against the Beiyang government. After these exclusions, the participating Restoration Society bigwigs presented a rather homogeneous quality. None were the earliest members of the Restoration Society; they were quite flexible regarding the revolution, possessed immense wealth, and were all under forty-five years of age.

Unlike their profound and unfathomable refusal to take a stance in the assembly, these men looked shrewd and capable in this private meeting, without a hint of sloppiness. Cai Yuanpei spoke straightforwardly, "Gentlemen, my clearing of the party is entirely to maintain tradition and oppose radicalism. Those people currently waving the banner of revolution have learned all sorts of heretical fallacies from abroad. They kidnap the common people for the selfish interests of one party and destroy the gentry. We absolutely cannot allow such a situation to continue."

These Restoration Society bigwigs nodded silently at Cai Yuanpei's words. Those who could gather here naturally held identical political views; they were all opposed to any changes to the land system. One of the People's Party's policy characteristics was the unswerving implementation of "land revolution." In comparison, even the most radical Tongmenghui back in the day had only shouted the slogan of "equalization of land rights." When Tao Chengzhang was in charge of the Restoration Society, because many members were from owner-peasant backgrounds, the land slogan was the extremely traditional "curb mergers." By the time Cai Yuanpei took over the Restoration Society, he didn't even shout "curb mergers" anymore. Plus, with Cai Yuanpei gaining Beiyang's recognition, the Beiyang army stationed in Zhejiang gave him quite a bit of face, so the local gentry and landlords were naturally willing to flock to him.

"Tao Huanzhang is bent on maintaining the situation of federal self-government of provinces. I can actually understand that. It's just that in the current situation in China, it is fundamentally impossible to truly implement any federal self-government. As far as I know, federal self-government was used by Chen Ke back then to deceive Yuan Shikai in order to protect himself. Once federal self-government is established, every province will plan for itself, wanting other provinces to put in the effort for everything. The three provinces under Chen Ke's jurisdiction could then calmly defeat the other provinces one by one. When other provinces were being destroyed, everyone else wouldn't dare to lend a hand, fearing the People's Party would seize the opportunity to deal with them. In just a few short years, the People's Party went from three provinces to seven. Within the People's Party's territory, Chen Ke absolutely does not talk about federal self-government. The People's Party dominates alone, and the gentry and landlords are brutally slaughtered. The lesson is not far behind; anyone who supports federal self-government can be said to be an accomplice of Chen Ke." Cai Yuanpei explained his views in detail.

"Then how does Elder Cai plan to deal with these people?" a participant asked.

"They absolutely cannot be used!" Cai Yuanpei answered firmly.

The group of bigwigs conversed with each other, verifying Cai Yuanpei's words with their own knowledge. Before long, everyone reached a consensus. "Is Elder Cai completely unconcerned that the People's Party will intervene?"

"The British have already decided to lend a hand," Cai Yuanpei threw out a heavy bombshell.

Now all the participating bigwigs became excited. "It would be great if the British make a move." "Elder Cai, are the British preparing to go to war directly against the People's Party?"

Cai Yuanpei smiled faintly but did not answer. He spread a map on the table. "The West Zhejiang Branch is in collusion with the People's Party. They think that with Anhui behind them, they have something to rely on. The People's Party also needs a buffer zone, so they fully support them. The better off West Zhejiang is, the more the People's Party can bewitch those in our Restoration Society who do not understand reason. As long as West Zhejiang is purged and these internal agents of the People's Party in the Restoration Society are removed, the situation can take on an entirely new look."

Hearing Cai Yuanpei's concluding remarks, someone couldn't help but say, "Elder Cai, we've been meeting all these days, and we've pretty much figured out everyone's thoughts by now. I see those people are stubborn and insensitive; there really is no need to waste any more thought on managing them. Why don't we just start ticking off the list?"

"Yes, we are all in different places. If we tick off the entire list, we can pretty much drag out all the chaotic party members."

"Even if we can't attend to everyone for a moment, someone will definitely report them during the purge. We can just add them in then."

The bigwigs offered their opinions one after another, but the meaning inside and outside their words was the same: "Let's start immediately!"

Cai Yuanpei knew he couldn't obstinately refuse the crowd, but he emphasized his attitude again. "What needs to be cleared out this time are the forces supporting the People's Party's policies. We must target these people first."

"But what should be done about Tao Chengzhang?" someone raised this question again. "How can we keep Tao Chengzhang from interfering in this matter?"

"I will transfer him to South Zhejiang first." Cai Yuanpei also couldn't make up his mind to act against Tao Chengzhang, and he said with some helplessness.

***

February 14, 1915, was the first day of the Lunar New Year. Just as the sky was beginning to brighten, the sound of firecrackers rang out in many places within Hangzhou City. Citizens awakened by the firecrackers were already leisurely preparing to celebrate the New Year. Tao Chengzhang had received Cai Yuanpei's order a few days ago to go to South Zhejiang first to prepare for the reorganization of the Restoration Army there. However, Tao Chengzhang did not set off immediately; he hoped to contact as many Restoration Society key members in Hangzhou as possible before leaving.

Even though Cai Yuanpei already held great power and a considerable number of people within the Restoration Society believed in supporting the Beiyang government, there was still a portion of the old brothers in the middle and upper levels who had fought alongside Beiyang. In their hearts, these people still identified to some extent with seeking an independent status for Zhejiang as much as possible. Whether they dared to speak up for their own personal interests was one thing, but what they would say at a critical moment was another. Tao Chengzhang still tried his best to win the support of those Restoration Society members whose support could be won.

Ready to go out early in the morning, Tao Chengzhang was waiting. A few months ago, a revolutionary youth from Fenghua named Chang Kaishen had defected to Tao Chengzhang. This youth respected Tao Chengzhang's status as a revolutionary senior. His attitude when he joined was very firm, insisting on following Tao Chengzhang to continue the revolution. In the current time when the status of "revolutionary senior" was constantly depreciating, Tao Chengzhang liked this youth's respectful attitude very much. Chang Kaishen had already paid a New Year's call to Tao Chengzhang in advance. During their conversation, hearing Tao Chengzhang mention that he was going to visit guests on the first day of the New Year, Chang Kaishen volunteered to be Tao Chengzhang's attendant, so he could also meet more revolutionary seniors. Tao Chengzhang thought this display of ambition was not bad, so he agreed to wait for Chang Kaishen to go out together on the morning of the first day.

Sure enough, before the sky had fully brightened, someone knocked on the door amidst the sound of firecrackers. Tao Chengzhang opened the door and saw Chang Kaishen standing outside. "You came early." Tao Chengzhang was an impatient person who did things like a whirlwind. This remark was already a considerable commendation.

Before his voice had died away, he saw that Chang Kaishen's delicate face not only lacked the unique smile of a New Year's greeting but even gave Tao Chengzhang an extremely dangerous feeling. After all, having experienced too many life-and-death moments, although there was still a smile on Tao Chengzhang's face, he suddenly spread his arms, grabbed the two door leaves, and began to close the door. In just that instant, a person flashed out from behind Chang Kaishen, stuck a foot into the door, and jammed a knee firmly against a door panel. Chang Kaishen had already drawn a pistol by this time. Following the gap between the half of the door that couldn't be closed and the half that was already shut, he pulled the trigger continuously at Tao Chengzhang's chest, which was truly close at hand.

Hit continuously by bullets, Tao Chengzhang no longer had the strength to hold the door. The person behind Chang Kaishen had already smashed open that door panel. He also had a pistol in his hand. At this moment, Tao Chengzhang's body began to fall backward. That person stepped through the door, fired two shots continuously at Tao Chengzhang's head, and only then twisted his head back and waved at Chang Kaishen.

The assassination time was extremely short, yet both of their expressions became incredibly ferocious. Holstering their pistols, the two no longer paid attention to Tao Chengzhang, whose eyebrows and chest were gurgling blood, and walked quickly together toward the alley entrance. Although the sky was not fully bright, firecrackers were already crackling and popping far and near. The few gunshots just now and the gunpowder smoke from the muzzles were completely covered up cleanly by the unique sounds and smells of the first day of the New Year.

The assassination of Tao Chengzhang shocked the entire Hangzhou during the Spring Festival. The Zhejiang Assembly and the Zhejiang Provincial Government immediately issued notices to apprehend the murderer. The Beiyang troops in various parts of Zhejiang immediately took action, implementing martial law in cities like Hangzhou, Jinhua, and Shaoxing, and setting up blockades on key communication lines.

Hangzhou Police Chief Wang Jinfa never expected that Tao Chengzhang would actually be assassinated on the first day of the New Year. When he was called in by Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui, he still felt he couldn't believe such a major event had happened. Chatting with Zhu Rui about this matter for a while, Wang Jinfa's words didn't hang together; he completely failed to recover from the shock.

"Chief Wang, I didn't just invite you here for this matter. Did you know that your embezzlement of public funds has been exposed?" Zhu Rui said, looking coldly at Wang Jinfa.

"What?" Wang Jinfa actually failed to understand what Zhu Rui was saying for a moment. But Zhu Rui didn't leave Wang Jinfa any time. Four of the Governor's personal guards had already surrounded Wang Jinfa with pistols raised.

No matter how bizarre the matter looked, Wang Jinfa had always been the Assassination King of the Restoration Society. Facing such a situation, he still calmed down. "Governor Zhu, what exactly does this mean?" Wang Jinfa asked in an indifferent tone.

"Chief Wang, did you think I didn't know about your embezzlement of thirty thousand silver dollars? Not only those thirty thousand dollars, but you also bought lives and found scapegoats. You are truly bold." Zhu Rui's voice was full of vigor as he enumerated Wang Jinfa's crimes.

Wang Jinfa spoke just now only to slightly distract the enemy's attention and simultaneously buy himself a little time. But he saw the surrounding four personal guards didn't listen to Zhu Rui speak at all; instead, they were fully focused on aiming their pistols at Wang Jinfa, leaving no opportunity to be exploited. Moreover, what Zhu Rui said was all facts. Wang Jinfa felt a wave of regret in his heart; why hadn't he thought that Zhu Rui had long wanted to deal with him?

In a moment of distraction, Wang Jinfa felt a hard gun muzzle pressed against his lower back. A Governor's personal guard behind him had already moved forward to restrain him. Seeing the other three guards still fully focused—ready to fire if Wang Jinfa made the slightest strange movement—seeing there was no possibility of escape, Wang Jinfa didn't gamble on a chance. "Governor Zhu, what exactly is your intention?"

"Tie him up!" Zhu Rui ordered.

Wait until Wang Jinfa was already bound with ropes, Zhu Rui then said, "Chief Wang, do you know who discovered Mr. Tao was assassinated first today?"

"Who?" Wang Jinfa asked. This transition by Zhu Rui made Wang Jinfa feel a huge sense of unease.

"Heh heh!" Zhu Rui sneered. "It was Xu Zhongqing of the Epidemic Prevention Bureau who discovered it first. Xu Zhongqing said that yesterday he and Mr. Tao agreed to visit someone, and he also said he would go with a person named Chang Kaishen. This Chang Kaishen was recommended to Mr. Tao by you, right?"

Only hearing this did Wang Jinfa start to feel panic in his heart. Xu Zhongqing was introduced into the Restoration Society by Xu Xilin. After the failure of the Nanjing Campaign launched by Tao Chengzhang, he retreated to South Zhejiang with Tao Chengzhang and now held the position of Director of the Epidemic Prevention Bureau. This person had no enmity with Wang Jinfa, and their relationship could even be said to be not bad. So many people would believe Xu Zhongqing's words. More importantly, Chang Kaishen was indeed someone Wang Jinfa had introduced to Tao Chengzhang.

"That was Chen Qimei's introduction in between; that's why I recommended Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao." Wang Jinfa also didn't have time to put on airs or attempt to overwhelm Zhu Rui with momentum; instead, he began to defend himself.

"You say it was Chen Qimei, so it was Chen Qimei? Who can prove it?" Zhu Rui asked coldly.

When Chen Qimei introduced Chang Kaishen, absolutely no one else was present. Moreover, at that time, a batch of Green Gang opium was detained by Wang Jinfa in Hangzhou. The two dealt with each other over this opium business. Zhejiang prohibited drugs; if others knew about this opium business, Wang Jinfa could completely lose his head. As a last resort, Wang Jinfa stiffened his neck and shouted, "Governor Zhu, do you still not trust me?"

"You want me to trust you? Give me evidence. You say it was introduced by Chen Qimei; how to prove it? We have already sent people to look for Chang Kaishen, but apart from the bloodstains on the ground, we haven't seen anyone. Chang Kaishen is nowhere to be found, alive or dead. How do you expect me to trust you?!" Zhu Rui shouted. "Chief Wang, if you don't explain this matter clearly, then don't blame me for being unpolite. Men, take Chief Wang down for questioning."

The interrogators knew of Wang Jinfa's reputation as the Assassination King, so they were extremely vicious when they struck. After half a day, Wang Jinfa's flesh was already torn open, and he looked less than human. By this point, Wang Jinfa already knew there was a heavy black curtain inside this matter. When the interrogation officer asked again pretentiously, Wang Jinfa laboriously spat out the bloody water in his mouth and smiled miserably, "What exactly do you want me to say?"

"We heard that it was Chen Boping who introduced Chang Kaishen to you. I wonder if that's the case?" the interrogation officer said with a false smile.

"Heh heh," Wang Jinfa laughed miserably. So the matter indeed had a heavy inside story. Chen Boping was Xu Xilin's trusted aide, but Tao Chengzhang disliked this person extremely, having said more than once that Chen Boping "wanted to be emperor." This conflict was completely public; everyone in the Restoration Society knew about it. Swapping Chen Qimei for Chen Boping not only made the originally needle-in-a-haystack clue suddenly become within reach, but the murderer of Tao Chengzhang could also point directly to the West Zhejiang Branch.

*Ruthless! Ruthless!* Wang Jinfa thought to himself. He couldn't help but cough a few times, only feeling a fishy sweetness in his throat; this was obviously a sign of internal injury. If the interrogation officer continued to beat him like this, his life would probably be forfeited here. Wang Jinfa said, "It was Chen Boping who introduced Chang Kaishen to me and asked me to recommend Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao."

The interrogation officer turned his head and shouted after hearing this, "Men, record the confession."

With Wang Jinfa as this breakthrough point, the case details quickly became "clear." Not only Chen Boping in West Anhui, but Xu Ziying and Gong Baoquan—who hadn't joined the West Zhejiang Branch but had once participated in the revolution under Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin—were also implicated in this assassination incident. Xu Ziying and Gong Baoquan were first arrested, and then some letters were confiscated from their homes. The contents of the letters were all opposition to Beiyang's control in Zhejiang, sharp criticism of Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, and considerable appreciation for the People's Party's land policy.

To signal fairness to the public, on February 17, which was the *Po Wu* Festival, the Zhejiang Court publicly tried this case. Due to Wang Jinfa's testimony and the proof of the letters, the whole matter was considered to be the West Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society being extremely dissatisfied with the General Assembly, and Chen Boping had a major suspicion of directing the murder. The Zhejiang Court immediately ordered the summons of Chen Boping to the court to accept investigation.

When the court documents were delivered pretentiously to Changxing County in West Zhejiang, it was the day after the trial ended, February 19. This was the first time West Zhejiang knew to what extent the events in Hangzhou had actually progressed.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin received news on the second day of the New Year that the Beiyang army had blockaded the passages of West Zhejiang to the outside, and they didn't know what had happened at all. When they sent people to inquire about intelligence, they only heard that Tao Chengzhang had been assassinated. This time, the West Zhejiang Branch was also frightened. Tao Chengzhang was a flagship figure of the Restoration Society; his assassination would set off monstrous waves in Zhejiang. The West Zhejiang Branch all hoped that Tao Chengzhang could at least keep his life. Only in this way would things not reach an unmanageable stage.

As a result, a few days later, the official letter from the Zhejiang Court was delivered. Tao Chengzhang had been assassinated and died, and Chang Kaishen, who had immense suspicion of assassination, was actually recommended to Tao Chengzhang by Chen Boping. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin immediately called Chen Boping to ask what was going on.

Chen Boping certainly couldn't admit he had done this thing, and the reason inside was actually that Tao Chengzhang had once said Chen Boping wanted to be emperor. This matter had happened, true, but it was all stuff from six or seven years ago. Heaven knew how these people dug out this old rotten account to use as evidence. Chen Boping also tried to explain earnestly that this was a frame-up. But under Xu Xilin's repeated questioning, Chen Boping finally couldn't help but fly into a rage. "Mr. Xu, if you really think I did this, then you might as well tie me up and send me to Hangzhou. But I want to make it clear to you, I, Chen Boping, have never done this."

Seeing the quarrel become so unmanageable, Qiu Jin hurriedly persuaded, "Bosun, since Boping says there is no such thing, then it shouldn't be that Boping remembered wrongly."

Xu Xilin sighed long and hard. "I also know Boping couldn't lie, but now Wang Jinfa insists that it was Boping who recommended this Chang Kaishen to Elder Tao. How should we explain this?"

Chen Boping sneered. "Mr. Xu, if you are afraid, then it doesn't matter. Since the Zhejiang Court summons me, I'll just go. I actually want to confront that Wang Jinfa face to face—exactly when did I recommend Chang Kaishen to Mr. Tao? I also want to see who wants to frame me!"

Hearing these words, both Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin fell silent. At the moment, apart from this method, there was no other way. If the West Zhejiang Branch just remained silent like this, it was feared that in less than two days, the entire Restoration Society would start denouncing the West Zhejiang Branch.

"Brother Boping, you cannot go to Hangzhou. Since someone has already made it clear they want to frame you, whether you go or not, you will be framed." Ji Ye, who hadn't made a sound all along, stood up and said loudly.

"Ji Ye, don't be impulsive!" Qiu Jin persuaded.

Hearing Qiu Jin's words, the veins on Ji Ye's forehead were about to pop out from anxiety. "Sister Qiu, I am not being impulsive. Now they have made it clear they want to frame us. If Brother Boping goes to Hangzhou, isn't this delivering meat to the chopping block? We absolutely cannot give them the person."

"If we don't let Boping go to argue and clarify, how do we prove our innocence? If we can't argue clearly, what do we do in the future?" Xu Xilin asked.

Ji Ye just felt there was a big plot inside this matter. At this time, they could only give tit for tat, rather than blindly surrendering. But as for what to do in the future, she hadn't thought it through either.

"I... I... I feel they never intended to let us be innocent at all." After holding it in for a good while, Ji Ye finally spoke her thoughts.

Hearing this, a look of gratitude appeared on Chen Boping's face, while Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin shook their heads slightly, with expressions of helplessness.
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It was late in the day. In her bedroom, Ji Ye took out her revolver from its holster as usual. This was a gift uniformly received by the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society during their training with the People's Party. Taking out the maintenance tools from the drawer, Ji Ye first wiped the exterior of the gun, then disassembled it to wipe and oil the parts. As a soldier who had once braved death, this was very calming work. Having wiped it many times, Ji Ye's hands dexterously and quickly disassembled the gun without even needing much thought. But her mind was considering things completely unrelated to the gun.

The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society demanded that the Western Zhejiang Branch hand over the "suspect" Chen Boping. This demand triggered fierce opposition among the middle-level members. Over sixty percent of the members demanded that Xu Xilin refuse this unreasonable request.

"They say Boping is a suspect, so he's a suspect? On what grounds? Today they can say Boping is a suspect, tomorrow they can say I'm a suspect," Li Yudong shouted loudly. "Then if we say there are suspects in the General Headquarters, will the General Headquarters admit it?"

This attitude was very much supported by the young cadres, but some "prudent and steady" cadres had other views. "The General Headquarters is the General Headquarters after all. Presumably, they were also panicked after Mr. Tao was murdered, so they deliberately trouble us. If we resist so stiffly, there will be absolutely no room for reconciliation. It would be better to say Boping is not here with us and let him lie low for a while."

Even the young and aggressive cadres were not prepared to completely fall out with the General Headquarters. It was fine to make noise verbally, but in reality, everyone hoped this matter could be smoothed over. After all, at this critical juncture of Tao Chengzhang's murder, if they fell out with the General Headquarters, under the clamor of public opinion, the Western Zhejiang Branch would not be able to wash itself clean even if it jumped into the Yellow River. Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin finally agreed to this opinion.

Ji Ye had consistently opposed any compromise. She believed that any compromise meant admitting that Chen Boping had the suspicion of instructing that so-called Chang Kaishen to murder Tao Chengzhang. And Ji Ye firmly believed that Chen Boping simply didn't do this thing. Since he didn't do it, why should the Western Zhejiang Branch be wronged? Why should Chen Boping be wronged? However, since Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin had already decided, and Chen Boping also agreed, this matter was temporarily operated in this way.

The parts of the revolver had been wiped clean. Ji Ye quickly reassembled the pistol parts, then dry-fired the trigger a few times. The gun operated very well, and the feel was also very smooth. Holding the weapon in her hand, Ji Ye felt she had more courage. Even within the Western Zhejiang Branch which leaned towards the People's Party, Ji Ye was quite a radical one. One of the greatest characteristics of the People's Party was daring to struggle. "Seek peace through struggle, and peace will survive; seek peace through compromise, and peace will perish!" Chen Ke's words left an extremely deep impression on Ji Ye. When the Western Zhejiang Branch first started, it struggled to move a single step because it didn't dare to struggle against the local gentry and didn't dare to mobilize the masses. As their struggle experience enriched, and as they became more and more skilled at mobilizing and relying on the masses, the strength of the Western Zhejiang Branch also grew.

No matter how one looked at it, the Western Zhejiang Branch was "seeking peace through compromise" in the matter of Tao Chengzhang's assassination. Although it wasn't clear what exactly happened in the assassination incident, Ji Ye believed that this unequal peace was destined not to bring any good results. If there were no weapons in hand, heaven knows what would happen.

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin also didn't intend to swallow the insult silently. The Western Zhejiang Branch, while making excuses that Chen Boping was not in Western Zhejiang, questioned the General Headquarters with a tough tone about how the case of Tao Chengzhang being assassinated could possibly happen—had Hangzhou become completely unable to manage itself? This tough attitude seemed to have some effect. The development of the matter was temporarily not as bad as imagined. The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society sent Tao Chengzhang's close friend Zhao Hanqing to the Western Zhejiang Branch on February 22 to explain the course of events. At least it eased the tense atmosphere between the two sides somewhat.

Zhao Hanqing had been Tao Chengzhang's confidential secretary. Mentioning the matter of Tao Chengzhang's assassination, he was already sobbing as he spoke. Regarding the matters in Hangzhou, Zhao Hanqing strongly advised: "Jianhu, Bosun, you two are both veterans of the Restoration Society. Now that Elder Tao is gone, you must do your best to shoulder the responsibility and maintain the unity of the Restoration Society. When Elder Tao was around, he spoke so many words for Western Zhejiang; you cannot let down Elder Tao's efforts."

These words were spoken with sincerity. Not only were Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin thoroughly moved by thinking of Tao Chengzhang's efforts, even Ji Ye, who held a tough attitude, couldn't help but feel some regret.

"Brother Zhao, from your current perspective, how should this matter be handled?" Xu Xilin asked.

"The best way right now is nothing better than reducing opposition and avoiding misunderstandings," Zhao Hanqing advised. "Elder Tao's bones are not yet cold, the murderer is at large, clouds of war are gathering, and danger lurks on every side. If the Restoration Society splits and resorts to arms at this point, how can we explain it to Elder Tao in the underworld? Now there are people in the General Headquarters fishing in troubled waters, wanting to use this incident to create difficulties. Comrades of Western Zhejiang must not destroy the situation and give them an excuse to succeed. This time Mr. Cai is extremely grief-stricken because of Elder Tao's death and swore to find the murderer. Those real culprits won't be smug for long."

Xu Xilin nodded repeatedly. "We also don't want the Restoration Society to split, but some people just won't let us off and want to pour dirty water on our heads. I still ask Brother Zhao to explain to Mr. Cai when you see him that these things were absolutely not done by us. If Mr. Cai is willing to hold a meeting, Jianhu and I are willing to go to the General Headquarters to confront those people."

Qiu Jin also said, "Mr. Zhao, since you have already stated frankly that there are people in the General Headquarters who are likely involved in this matter, our Western Zhejiang Branch will also work hard to investigate on our own, trying our best to catch the murderer to comfort Elder Tao's spirit in heaven."

"That is excellent! That is excellent!" Zhao Hanqing showed a happy look. "Bosun, be careful in everything. Since someone dared to assassinate Mr. Tao, you in Western Zhejiang must also pay attention to your own safety. However, to avoid giving people a pretext, keep tight internally but loose externally; don't move troops at will. As long as Western Zhejiang doesn't give people a pretext, plus our hard lobbying at the General Headquarters, presumably the matter will be resolved before long. As for the investigation, I think there's no need to be too anxious. It's not that everyone shouldn't do it, but right now it's best not to give people a pretext."

After Zhao Hanqing left, although the comrades in Western Zhejiang still felt that the General Headquarters had heavy hostility, having someone to mediate in the General Headquarters meant there was at least a place to reason, and the once extremely tense atmosphere began to relax. Moreover, recently it was spring plowing, and specific local affairs piled up like mountains. Cadres of the Western Zhejiang Branch had to go to the countryside to solve problems, so naturally, they couldn't gather in Changxing for a long time. As the Political Commissar of the Anji Military Sub-district and a member of the Standing Committee of the Anji County Party Committee, Ji Ye also returned to Anji County to work.

Anji had many mountains and little land; it had never been a wealthy area. To be more precise, the entire Western Zhejiang was like this. Living off the mountain, although there were many mountain products, they had to be sold. Moreover, certain valuable mountain products couldn't possibly allow all the Anji commoners to escape poverty. It wasn't until the People's Party purchased bamboo, chestnuts, walnuts, and tea in large quantities that Anji's economy improved. This was also the fundamental reason why the Western Zhejiang Branch was so close to the People's Party. Only by relying on the People's Party could economic problems be solved. The General Headquarters of the Restoration Society couldn't possibly provide any employment opportunities to Western Zhejiang. Even for Anji's relatively famous bamboo, the purchase price by Hangzhou merchants was very low, and the purchase volume was even lower.

In order to improve bamboo transport capacity, Ji Ye had been inspecting the rivers in Anji, hoping to find a most suitable water transport route. It was true that the People's Party purchased in large quantities, but Anji's transport capacity had already reached its peak. If the transport capacity couldn't be improved, Anji's bamboo trade could only stop at the current level. So on February 25, the People's Party's liaison officer found Ji Ye in the mountains, who was directing the masses to dig bamboo shoots and discussing this matter with them.

The intelligence officer brought a letter from Li Shouxian, Secretary of the Southern Anhui Prefectural Committee. Li Shouxian warned Ji Ye of the possibility that a full-scale military conflict might occur recently. Because of Tao Chengzhang's assassination, the development of the situation had begun to exceed the scope of the People's Party's indirect control. In such an emergency situation, Li Shouxian suggested that Ji Ye make comprehensive preparations, including military struggle.

Such a letter that only stated the facts but didn't give a detailed explanation made Ji Ye a bit confused. She asked the messenger, "Has something happened on Secretary Li's side?"

The messenger saw that no one was around, so he whispered, "The day before yesterday, that is, February 22, a British fleet began cruising on the river surface from Nanjing to Wuhu. Including the Wuhu Sub-district, the entire Anhui has entered level one alert. There are also unusual movements on the Jiangsu side. If the Western Zhejiang Branch encounters any trouble now, I'm afraid it won't be possible to receive actual support from our side for the time being. That's why Secretary Li wrote this letter specifically to notify Mr. Ji Ye."

"Ha!" Ji Ye laughed. "Secretary Li hopes our Western Zhejiang Branch can look after itself, right?"

Having known Li Shouxian for so long and having many dealings in official business, and since both had received training from the People's Party at the same time, Ji Ye had a deep understanding of Li Shouxian's style. He would never mention things that couldn't be done, and sometimes Li Shouxian spoke particularly "politely." If others didn't understand, Li Shouxian wouldn't make any excessive requests either. Of course, at this time, there was no need to expect any aid from Li Shouxian.

Sure enough, the messenger smiled after hearing this. "Secretary Li naturally hopes that the Western Zhejiang Branch can look after itself, so that we don't have to worry about any problems on the flank of Southern Anhui."

Western Zhejiang played an extremely obvious role in shielding the People's Party. Also, because of the special status of the Western Zhejiang Branch, the People's Party certainly didn't want Western Zhejiang to encounter any problems. When passing a message, more things could be discussed. Messengers were all shrewd people, and they could pass messages in an orderly manner. When he discussed the current situation with Ji Ye, everyone believed that war would break out between the People's Party and the Beiyang Army before this winter no matter what. Therefore, the People's Party could only wait in full battle array for the British people's action full of the smell of gunpowder. The Restoration Society was in a mess at this time, so he hoped the Western Zhejiang Branch could look after itself.

Seeing that they had talked enough, the messenger said, "Actually, Secretary Li believes that the best way for the Restoration Society to protect itself is not to participate in the war, but right now the Restoration Society clearly has no such intention. We don't want to sow discord, but considering from a purely political angle, if our People's Party were the Restoration Society Headquarters, we would have already made a move on the Western Zhejiang Branch. With a great enemy before us, who is a friend and who is an enemy must be thoroughly clarified. If it's an enemy, strike; if it's a friend, unite. We consider the Western Zhejiang Branch our friend, so with a great enemy before us and when we have no ability to aid, we can only notify Mr. Ji Ye first. Of course, if the Western Zhejiang Branch asks us for help, we won't sit by and watch either."

"Then why didn't Secretary Li say these words directly to the Western Zhejiang Branch?" Ji Ye asked.

The messenger replied regretfully, "Secretary Li is only the Secretary of Southern Anhui. To formally reach a military alliance with the Western Zhejiang Branch, Secretary Li cannot make this decision. Moreover, Chairman Chen has already asked someone to write a letter to Mr. Qiu and the others, but there has been no response until now. This makes it very difficult to handle. Mr. Ji Ye also knows organizational discipline."

It was indeed very difficult to handle in this kind of matter. Just as Ji Ye couldn't forcibly change the Western Zhejiang Branch's thoughts, Li Shouxian also couldn't ignore the organization's decision to formally reach an offensive and defensive alliance with other political parties. The two looked at each other speechlessly and could only shake their heads and sigh.

Finally, the messenger gave Ji Ye Li Shouxian's gift and suggested that Ji Ye taste it right now. It was a food named Yang Geng, carefully wrapped in oil paper. The surface was smooth and fine, looking like meat jelly. The taste was sweet and delicious, full of the unique flavor of red bean paste and chestnuts. Ji Ye liked this thing after just one bite. The Western Zhejiang Branch, like the People's Party, implemented a policy of equality for all. The basic wages of laborers were all the same, while allowances were linked to position and skills. Plus, without the financial and material resources of the People's Party, Ji Ye could only eat her fill on ordinary days. Encountering such a sweet snack, she almost ate two of the six pieces of Yang Geng in one go, only then remembering to offer one to the messenger.

"Mr. Ji Ye, there's no need for this. We now have this in the winter food allowance in the army," the messenger smiled. "Secretary Li received Mr. Ji Ye's letter last time mentioning wanting to develop industries suitable for Anji. Our People's Party happens to be making this snack, so Secretary Li asked me to bring some over. To see Mr. Ji Ye's opinion. If Mr. Ji Ye thinks it's not bad, we can discuss the production issue of this product after the war."

"Can snacks make big money?" Ji Ye laughed.

"Right now the supply of white sugar is insufficient, so we can't say anything else. But after liberating Guangxi and Guangdong, we can attach importance to sugarcane on a large scale. At that time, we can talk about this money-making issue," the guard smiled.

Sending off the messenger, Ji Ye looked at the Yang Geng in her hand, wanting to continue eating but being a bit reluctant. She felt the People's Party's style was too hard to understand; they could make anything weird. The snack was very good, but thinking of making big money relying on snacks was simply impossible. But she didn't quite dare not to believe it; the People's Party definitely had ways to make big money different from other old methods. Putting away the Yang Geng, Ji Ye didn't waste her mind thinking more about it; she returned to the scene to continue working.

On February 28, 1915, when the British representative formally requested to see Wang Youhong, the Military Governor of Jiangsu, Wang Youhong immediately met with the British representative. In the past few days, although the British warships didn't make any substantial moves, seven or eight large warships cruising back and forth from Shanghai to Wuhu and anchoring outside several important cities in Jiangsu like Nanjing and Zhenjiang greatly affected shipping.

Wang Youhong had known this news for a long time, but Jiangsu itself didn't even have a few civilian steamships and was completely powerless to confront the British fleet. The Jiangsu Military Governor's Office studied countermeasures for several days in a row but couldn't find a way. Wang Youhong, on the other hand, completely took it lightly. "What should come will definitely come; let's wait for the British to talk to us."

Yu Chen was already the Director of the Political Department of the Jiangsu National Defense Army. Other officers were worried, but Yu Chen clearly supported Wang Youhong. He contacted troops everywhere to stabilize the morale of the army. With Yu Chen's efforts, at least all places received the news and didn't panic because of the sudden problem. So when meeting the British representative, Wang Youhong brought Yu Chen along.

The British requirements were no different from Cai Yuanpei's requirements. They hoped Wang Youhong would join the anti-People's Party alliance. With Jiangsu's 100,000 troops, it could certainly become an important force. As a famous "sh*t stirrer," the British guy offered Wang Youhong a pile of generous treatments, such as conditions like supporting Wang Youhong to monopolize Shanghai.

Yu Chen's expression changed quite a bit. In comparison, Wang Youhong's expression remained calm and composed throughout. After the British finished speaking, Wang Youhong replied, "We in Jiangsu have a parliament. I need to vote on these matters in the parliament to make a decision."

The British representative didn't say too much. Among the various forces in China, the British were most familiar with Jiangsu's political system. Adult males with certain property and a certain tax amount had citizenship, and citizens had the right to vote and to be elected. The political leader under this system did not possess dictatorial power in the complete sense. The representative asked, "Then, Governor Wang, how long until you can give me a reply?"

Wang Youhong replied coldly, "Parliament meetings aren't that fast. According to the request proposed by the British side, I think it will be the end of March no matter what."

"Why does it take so long?" The British representative was a bit surprised at this time.

Wang Youhong laughed, "Hehe. This isn't declaring war. If it were declaring war, it would be simple; everyone decides whether to fight or not. What you proposed is a series of issues. For example, the Shanghai issue. You said Shanghai could be handed over to us to manage. But can we in Jiangsu take over Shanghai? What kind of management should be implemented after taking over? What kind of laws need to be enacted? What exactly is the authority of this takeover? Talking about these things is very troublesome."

After hearing these words, the British representative cursed Wang Youhong in his heart for being an old fox. But Britain indeed needed Wang Youhong's cooperation right now. Even with the fleet cruising in the Yangtze River, the British didn't want to and couldn't use force to coerce Wang Youhong. What if Wang Youhong felt things were wrong and defected to the People's Party? So while cursing in his heart, the representative still politely expressed waiting for the result.

After sending the British representative out, Yu Chen couldn't help but ask, "Governor Wang, have the British really considered handing Shanghai over to us?"

Wang Youhong was obviously dissatisfied with Yu Chen's political judgment. "Hehe! Director Yu, who spits out what they've eaten? If it comes to a point where they have to spit it out, they have to spit it out whether we agree or not."

"Then do you plan to convene the parliament, Governor Wang?" Although criticized, Yu Chen obviously still had lucky thoughts in his heart.

"The parliament definitely must be convened. Zhejiang and the British have both stated their positions like this; it won't do not to convene the parliament. But I will first tell the People's Party about the latest happenings."

"Why?" Yu Chen was quite surprised.

"There's no loss to us in telling the People's Party. I, Wang Youhong, have no need to be a dog for the British. People will die eventually. Even if one dies miserably, it's better than being branded with eternal infamy after death and never being able to turn over." Wang Youhong replied coldly.

Yu Chen didn't immediately understand these words, but Wang Youhong didn't explain anymore. "Director Yu, I'll send you to contact the People's Party about this matter."

On March 3, 1915, Ji Ye was busy on the front line until the sun set in the west as usual, only to see the messenger of the Western Zhejiang Branch running towards the construction site panting. He didn't know how many times he had fallen on the mountain road; there were many tears in his clothes, mud on his legs, and even cuts on his face. As soon as the messenger saw Ji Ye, ignoring that there were others around, he couldn't help shouting, "Commissar Ji, the Beiyang Army suddenly rushed into Huzhou. And a Beiyang Army force has already begun to surround our Anji County seat."

During this period of time, the relationship between the Western Zhejiang Branch and the General Headquarters had finally eased a lot. Although the Beiyang Army blocking the road was still there, after sending personnel back and forth, the matter didn't continue to deteriorate. Ji Ye originally thought the General Headquarters had done something ridiculous again or sent a new representative, but she never expected that the Beiyang Army had actually marched into the Western Zhejiang base area. She quickly asked, "How is the Anji County seat now?"

The messenger quickly replied, "The troops firmly did not allow the Beiyang Army to enter the county seat, so the Beiyang Army began to besiege the city. I was ordered by the County Committee to report this matter to Commissar Ji. Most of our comrades are not in the county seat. There are at most seven or eight hundred people in the county seat including troops at all levels. Before I left, I secretly looked at the Beiyang Army's lineup; there must be at least two or three thousand people."

As they were speaking, the sound like thunder suddenly came faintly from the defense line of the county seat in the distance. Ji Ye's face immediately became extremely ugly. That wasn't thunder; that was the sound of shelling. Turning around, Ji Ye ordered the comrades who had already gathered around her, "Groups of two. One group immediately report the situation to the branch in Changxing. Other groups go to other places to send messages to comrades. Gather at the Linjiapu military camp."

"Then what about the county seat?" the messenger asked anxiously.

"It's too late. We can only give up the county seat." Ji Ye clenched her teeth tightly and squeezed this sentence out through the gaps between her teeth.



★


April 12th 7

Volume 5 - Chapter 64

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 64: April 12th (7)

On March 3, 1915, just as the Zhejiang Beiyang Army began its raid on the West Zhejiang Branch's base, Military Governor Zhu Rui invited several people for a discussion at the Governor's Mansion in Hangzhou. All of these individuals had attended the "Party Purification" meeting convened by Cai Yuanpei. Judging by their casual postures during the conversation, it was clear that their relationship was anything but ordinary.

"Mr. Cai still has that air of a scholar, shouting about opposing radicalism all day long," someone said in a rather mocking tone.

Zhu Rui, however, stood on Cai Yuanpei's side this time. "If not for the principles Mr. Cai explained, we really wouldn't understand the People's Party's way of doing things. Without Mr. Cai, Zhejiang wouldn't have been able to unite."

"But Mr. Cai is now just shouting about opposing the People's Party. He obviously hasn't grasped the key point," someone replied.

"Purifying the party isn't something that can be done in a moment. Mr. Cai will definitely keep up with the times," Zhu Rui answered.

"Hehe." The implication in Zhu Rui's words was profound enough that someone couldn't help but laugh. "Then we'll just continue to wait for Mr. Cai to point out where the enemy is, and we'll follow Mr. Cai's lead."

This remark was a bit too blunt, and everyone at the meeting couldn't help but laugh. After laughing for a while, the conversation continued in a straightforward and simple manner. "What should be done about Wang Jinfa? Regardless of anything else, with Tao Chengzhang dead, he counts as a founding member."

"This person has already confessed to corruption, bribery, and helping people set up 'slaughtering white ducks' (hiring substitutes for execution). Just kill him," Zhu Rui replied lightly.

"Is there going to be a public execution?"

"Just shoot him directly in prison." Zhu Rui naturally wouldn't court such trouble. If Wang Jinfa were publicly killed on charges of corruption, then half the officials in Hangzhou would be liable to be killed.

"Governor Zhu, although the President has ordered us to promote the extermination of the rebel party members in the southeast, if the People's Party were to aid West Zhejiang..."

Zhu Rui sneered, "What does the People's Party rely on? It's just that they have many people, money, and guns. What did their territory produce before? When have we Zhejiang people ever looked up to people from Anhui? The key right now is that the local gentry are timid and afraid of trouble; they wet their pants at the mere mention of dealing with the People's Party. Only through such a 'Party Purification' can we make them dead set on following our boat. The landlord and gentry families in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, big and small, must total one or two million people. Adding the militias they can mobilize, pulling together three or four hundred thousand people is no problem. Plus, the Third Army is about to expand to 100,000. With these several hundred thousand people, dealing with the People's Party in the Jiangnan region—even if we can't attack, keeping them immobilized will be more than enough."

The several Guangfu Society bigwigs fell silent. Zhu Rui's plan was indeed ruthless, but the overall calculation was correct. Cai Yuanpei had explained the People's Party's theories clearly enough: if the landlords and gentry of Zhejiang did not unite in the face of such a monstrous wave, only a dead end awaited them.

Looking at this group of Guangfu Society bigwigs, who were Cai Yuanpei's right-hand men in this purge, Zhu Rui admonished them again in a stern tone, "Gentlemen, Mr. Cai is a great scholar and sees things more thoroughly than we do. You must be sincerely convinced by Mr. Cai. After wiping out the rebel party in West Zhejiang, we must continue to push forward the work of purifying the party. If you are unconvinced of Mr. Cai in your hearts, it will definitely show in your words. You cannot be careless about this."

"That is natural!" everyone answered hurriedly.

Zhu Rui saw that these people were being somewhat perfunctory, but he had no intention of letting them off. "Gentlemen, there are indeed many things we must learn from the People's Party. The People's Party speaks simply and clearly; those unruly people can understand their nonsense about land revolution and overthrowing local tyrants and evil gentry as soon as they hear it. If we didn't have Mr. Cai to argue on our behalf, we wouldn't see the wolfish ambitions of the People's Party clearly either. Moreover, if Mr. Cai doesn't go to argue, are we supposed to go and argue with the literati of Jiangnan ourselves? When doing things, we will exert our efforts, but when speaking, we must let Mr. Cai be in the front. This point must not be mistaken."

Those present were all sensible people. With Zhu Rui speaking so plainly, a phrase popped into everyone's mind: "Being used as a gun!" It was unknown who burst out laughing first, but one by one, everyone present began to laugh loudly.

Cai Yuanpei did not disappoint these people. On March 5th, upon receiving news that the Beiyang Army had "recovered" Huzhou and Anji and was advancing towards Changxing, Cai Yuanpei convened a plenary meeting of the Guangfu Society headquarters. At the meeting, he first listed the "crimes" of the West Zhejiang Branch: spreading evil doctrines, harming the gentry, extorting landlords, and disobeying the headquarters. Therefore, the headquarters had to purify the Guangfu Society.

Amidst expressions ranging from dumbfounded to overjoyed among the crowd at the headquarters, Shen Kegang, who was overseeing the "Tao Chengzhang Case" this time, stood up and said, "The West Zhejiang Branch refuses to hand over Chen Boping. They are certainly inextricably linked to the conspiracy to assassinate Lord Tao. Gentlemen, I know that everyone feels that we are all of the Guangfu Society lineage and will always have some sentimental ties. Lord Tao was never unkind to the West Zhejiang Branch, yet they treated him like this. If they dare to harm even Lord Tao, what sentimental ties would they have towards our Guangfu Society headquarters? I'll say this upfront: if they obediently surrender and come to the headquarters to explain themselves, I, Shen Kegang, will absolutely treat them with justice. But if they resist with force, then we can only punish them severely without mercy."

Just as he was speaking, someone ran in and delivered a letter. After reading it, Cai Yuanpei stood up with a cold face. "The West Zhejiang Branch has already started fighting with the Beiyang Army in Changxing." After saying this, Cai Yuanpei slammed the letter heavily onto the table.

The conference hall immediately exploded with noise. Everyone knew that the West Zhejiang Branch would not surrender easily, but there was still a portion of people who hoped that Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin could come and explain things clearly. Now that the flames of war had been ignited, any explanation was useless.

"Gentlemen, does anyone have anything else to say?" Shen Kegang asked loudly.

No one dared to stand up and say anything more. Shen Kegang waited for a while before saying loudly, "Then we will expel the West Zhejiang Branch from our Guangfu Society for the crime of rebellion!"

As soon as the meeting ended, Zhao Hanqing, who had once been responsible for negotiations with the West Zhejiang Branch, hurriedly returned home and got busy. He wrote a letter, found his close friend Fan Ainong and two other trusted aides who served in the Hangzhou Tax Police Regiment, and ordered them to rush to Changxing. Fan Ainong was Xu Xilin's disciple and had been teaching at Hangzhou Normal College, so he had not gone to West Zhejiang. After receiving the letter, Zhao Hanqing explained the matter simply to Fan Ainong, then took out a blank document with the seal of the Hangzhou Military Governor's Office that he had prepared for himself and forged a travel pass. After handing it to Fan Ainong, he urged them to hit the road immediately.

With the travel pass, Fan Ainong simply took the main road. However, he didn't dare to head straight for Changxing. It was said that war had already broken out in Changxing, so the main road there would probably be completely impassable. He first detoured to Anji, planning to go to Changxing from Anji. Some of Fan Ainong's students were from Anji, and he had heard that Anji's economy had been good in recent years. Relying on the travel pass and the tax police uniforms, Fan Ainong and his companions arrived in Anji smoothly despite the numerous checkpoints along the way. Outside the county seat of Anji, they saw many things hanging on the city wall from a distance. Looking closely, they looked very much like human heads.

Fan Ainong couldn't believe they were human heads, not because they didn't look like them, but because the number was simply unimaginable. It was as if they were festively hanging lanterns; there were more than a dozen strings hanging down from the city wall, totaling at least several hundred. What kind of hostility could lead to chopping off several hundred heads? Fan Ainong couldn't believe such a thing would actually happen. But upon closer inspection, what else could they be but human heads? From the hairstyles, there were both men and women. Fan Ainong was too horrified to speak, but he heard the two tax policemen who came with him exclaim, "What on earth is going on?"

The three of them had seen a bit of the world and knew it was better not to attract attention at this moment. Just as they were preparing to leave quickly, they saw the Beiyang Army escorting a group of people out of the county seat. Their hands were all tied behind their backs, and they were strung together by a long rope. They were taken to the foot of the city wall and lined up. The Beiyang soldiers lined up and raised their guns. With a command from the officer, gunshots rang out, and these people fell to the ground one after another. The Beiyang soldiers carrying out the execution didn't pause; they stepped forward to deliver a finishing shot to those who weren't dead.

Even the Manchu Qing would go through the motions when beheading people, or even give them a sip of wine. The Beiyang Army's crisp and efficient mass shooting of captives left Fan Ainong unable to comprehend for a moment what exactly he was watching. The two tax policemen who came with him were sharper; seeing that this situation was truly beyond common sense, they quickly pulled Fan Ainong and prepared to leave. But how could the Beiyang Army let these three suspicious people wander off? Someone had already come over to block the three of them. "What do you do?" a leading officer asked in the local Hangzhou dialect.

The fact that the other party was from Zhejiang and not the north made the tax policemen following Fan Ainong relax a bit. He quickly handed over the travel pass and said with a smile, "We are from the Fan family in Changxing. We heard something happened there, so we're rushing home."

While looking at the document, the officer asked suspiciously, "If you're going to Changxing, why did you run here?"

"Isn't it because we heard there's fighting in Changxing, so we detoured through Anji?"

This explanation was reasonable. The Beiyang Army officer saw that the document was indeed fine. Seeing that Fan Ainong looked like a scholar and the two next to him spoke with Hangzhou accents and wore tax police uniforms, he questioned them and discovered that he had even been neighbors with one of the tax policemen in his childhood. Now the relationship immediately became closer. The officer returned the document to Fan Ainong and instructed carefully, "You must be careful on the road. Take the main roads and travel during the day. Otherwise, if you are taken for rebels, it will be hard to explain."

"Officer, who exactly are the rebels? Looking at this, it's terrifying," the tax policeman asked with a smile.

"Here in West Zhejiang, anyone who follows Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin is a rebel. Moreover, we have received orders that anyone identified by the local gentry will also be treated as a rebel."

"Are there that many rebels?" The tax policeman looked at the heads on the city wall and quickly turned his head back.

The officer sighed, "Those on the city wall are only the ones who really followed the rebels. There are also some factories in Anji City. Many people in the factories had grievances with some masters in the city. As soon as these masters reported them, they were arrested and killed as rebels. Just in this one county seat, one or two thousand people have been killed. Men are killed, women are killed too. Sigh! It's a sin."

"Thank you, thank you!" the tax policeman replied hurriedly. Seeing Fan Ainong staring blankly as another group of people was brought out from the city, the tax policeman quickly pulled Fan Ainong. "Young Master Fan, let's leave quickly. It's so chaotic; we'll only feel at ease when we get home early."

Perhaps out of neighborly sentiment, or perhaps because of the Governor of Zhejiang's seal on the travel pass, the officer lowered his voice and said, "You must be careful on the road. It's very chaotic here right now. Many militias have already moved into the countryside. I heard that under the identification of those masters in the countryside, they have started killing the rebel party members of the Peasant Association. So stick to the main road and don't enter the villages."

The tax policeman thanked the officer profusely and immediately dragged Fan Ainong away to hurry on their journey. The three hadn't gone far when they heard a burst of gunfire behind them. Thinking of the scene they had just witnessed, their bodies couldn't help but stiffen. A moment later, there were scattered gunshots; that must be the sound of the finishing shots.

Having finally left the range of the county seat, the tax policeman let out a long breath and couldn't help patting his chest, saying, "Mr. Fan, that scared me to death just now."

Fan Ainong didn't answer. He frowned and muttered to himself, "How could the militia arrive in West Zhejiang so quickly?"

"Huh?" The tax policeman didn't understand.

Fan Ainong didn't explain. The three continued to speed up their journey. Not far along, they smelled a scent of blood. Observing carefully, they found that the scent of blood was actually drifting from a small river ahead. Mustering their courage to walk over, all three were frozen in place by the scene before them. It was an ordinary small river flowing happily down from the mountain, but the river water presented a strange red color. The scent of blood was emanating from this river.

Looking upstream, the river channel was obscured by the dense forest upstream. There were no corpses or severed limbs in the clear red river water. The water flow crashed against the stones, making a cheerful gurgling sound, as if it were a red ribbon flowing endlessly.

"Let's go, let's go up and take a look." Fan Ainong ignored the two tax policemen and simply said this before walking up the mountain along the river.
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"Mr. Fan, let's not go. My legs are weak; I can't walk anymore," the tax policeman said with a trembling voice. Although the Shura-like scene in front of Anji County City just now had terrified him enough, at least there were many people outside the county city. Now facing the gloomy forest, turning his head to see the eerie red river water, and the scenes he hadn't seen with his own eyes but could imagine, the tax policeman's legs really went soft, and he was teetering.

Fan Ainong didn't speak either, just insisted on walking up. This determined action seemed resolute, but Fan Ainong bit his lip tightly, and the rough air spraying from his nose betrayed his emotions. The tax policeman saw he couldn't stop Fan Ainong, and the terrifying scene above also gave him an impulse to see it clearly while being afraid. Finally, the two tax policemen simply stopped talking and followed Fan Ainong silently to continue walking up the mountain.

Walking seven or eight *li* up along the bank of the red small river, the terrain gradually flattened. From a distance, they saw a clearing in the forest where people carrying guns were everywhere. There were Beiyang Army soldiers and some wearing other motley clothes. These people saw the three of Fan Ainong and immediately someone ran over to detain them. Relying on the pass, nothing happened in the end. However, these people didn't let Fan Ainong and the others get close. A Beiyang Army officer with a northern accent shouted extremely impatiently: "What's there to see about killing rebels? Get lost quickly!"

"Sir, our young master heard that the countryside is chaotic, so he wants to go home to greet his family. Since it's killing rebels, who are the rebels? Please enlighten us," the tax policeman asked with an accompanying smile.

The officer looked majestic but wasn't stupid at all. Seeing Fan Ainong wearing a beautiful fine spun silk long gown, with a pocket watch chain faintly visible on his chest, plus the Zhejiang Governor's official pass and the accompanying tax policemen, although this officer continued to put on airs, he explained patiently, "Has anyone in your family joined the Peasant Association?"

"No!" the tax policeman explained hurriedly.

"Then has anyone in your family served as an official in the Western Zhejiang rebel place?"

The tax policeman shook his head like a rattle drum. "Absolutely not. My old master guards the land and farms. Even if someone goes out to be an official, it's the young master going to Hangzhou to be an official."

"Then as long as you haven't offended other gentry, there won't be any trouble," the officer said coldly. "It's just that we are here to exterminate rebels this time. Gentry and landlords everywhere need to help. If there is any hiding of rebels, we won't be lenient."

"We will definitely ask our old master to help with all his might, help with all his might," the tax policeman nodded like a chicken pecking rice.

Fan Ainong didn't participate in these discussions. He finally saw the source of the red river. On the small pebble beach by the river, a high pile of corpses had been heaped up. Moreover, the vast majority of these corpses were beheaded. The pebble beach was already stained with blood spots; it was unknown how many people had been killed in the end. He saw several people in motley clothes drag three bound women to the river beach, and then saw several people in silk clothes come out and point at them, saying something. Then the people in motley clothes forced the three women to kneel. Beiyang Army soldiers wearing cyan military uniforms stepped forward and shot the three women in the back of the head at extremely close range.

The distance was far, and only sharp gunshots came over. All three saw blood flowers burst out from the back of the heads of the executed women. Their bodies shook as if struck by lightning, then fell softly on the pebble beach. As for what those people said, Fan Ainong and the others couldn't hear at all.

"Young Master, let's go quickly. The old master is still waiting at home." The tax policeman saw that Fan Ainong was completely wrong, afraid he would say something or do something. Regardless of whether Fan Ainong was willing or not, they grabbed Fan Ainong and left. Fan Ainong cooperated; he didn't oppose or struggle, allowing the tax policemen to hold him up and walk away quickly. But the tax policemen could feel that Fan Ainong's body was trembling. Not only Fan Ainong, actually the bodies of the two tax policemen were also trembling.

They had all seen war and corpses after the war. Although the death appearance of those people was tragic, it wasn't incomprehensible. Going to the battlefield meant you kill me and I kill you; people who participated in the war knew it, and people who didn't participate in the war also knew it. But this kind of massacre of ordinary people gave people a completely different feeling. Those people were no different from ordinary people like Fan Ainong, yet they were killed mercilessly. Rather than fear caused by death, it was better to say that this act of massacring ordinary people brought greater shock.

With great difficulty, they could no longer see that pebble beach and those crowds frantically killing people. Several people couldn't walk anymore. The tax policemen let go of Fan Ainong and leaned against a tree to let out a long breath. Because their legs could no longer support them, the tax policemen almost slid down the tree to sit on the ground. He panted incessantly and said with a trembling voice: "This scared me to death. What exactly do these people want to do?"

Fan Ainong also sat on the ground silent. Like the tax policemen, he completely couldn't understand what exactly happened. Just the people killed in Anji County City and on that pebble beach just now, the total number exceeded the sum of the dead Fan Ainong had seen with his own eyes in his life. And this all happened within the last few days. Everyone knew the Guangfu Society wanted to purge the party. Fan Ainong also knew about expelling the Western Zhejiang Branch's Guangfu Society qualification. But this was originally just a purely political conflict; how did it evolve into a massacre? Fan Ainong completely didn't understand.

"Go to Changxing quickly, see what exactly happened!" Struggling to stand up, Fan Ainong said to the accompanying tax policemen.

The two tax policemen looked at each other. "Mr. Fan, are we really going to Changxing?"

"Yes." Fan Ainong answered extremely firmly.

"Mr. Fan, Mr. Zhao has kindness towards us. Coming to send you this time, we had to repay Mr. Zhao. But let's say it upfront: although this kindness is heavy, it can't make us lose our lives. If it's sending Mr. Fan to a safe place, we brothers can still do it. If it's letting us take risks with Mr. Fan, we can't accompany you."

Hearing the tax policeman's words, Fan Ainong wasn't angry at all. People have to consider for themselves. The two tax policemen being able to persist until now, accompanying Fan Ainong to see so many killing scenes, was already loyal enough. "As long as we reach Changxing, you two can go back. I will absolutely not let you two take risks with us."

Hearing this, the tax policeman just sighed and didn't say more. The three tidied up a bit and rushed towards the direction of Changxing County City. The tax policemen had been to Changxing. When the three were still fifty or sixty *li* away from the county city, they prepared to rest. Walking another day like this would arrive at Changxing. Not long after sitting down by the roadside, they heard dull sounds ringing in the distance. It seemed like spring thunder, but completely unlike it. Not long after, they saw smoke and dust slowly rising in the sky.

"This is someone firing cannons!" The tax policeman said nervously.

Fan Ainong looked at the smoke and dust for a while, then turned back and said: "Then I'll trouble you two. Sending me here is enough."

Perhaps moved by Fan Ainong's straightforward attitude, the tax policeman was quite a character. "Mr. Fan, if you walk along the main road like this, you will definitely run into the Beiyang main force. From here to the north, there is a small path. It's hard to walk, but relatively quiet. Let us send you to a place thirty *li* from Changxing and then part ways. The rest depends on your own luck, Mr. Fan."

"Okay, many thanks!" Fan Ainong replied.

That small path was indeed "quiet." It was a mountain path that only allowed one or two people to walk side by side, and no one could be seen at all. Walking forward for more than ten *li*, the three sat down to rest. Suddenly, more than a dozen people wearing dark blue military uniforms popped out from unknown where. They raised their rifles and shouted: "Hands up!"

The three had seen this kind of military uniform; it was the uniform of the Western Zhejiang Branch. Fan Ainong shouted hurriedly: "I am Mr. Xu Xilin's student Fan Ainong, here to deliver a letter from Hangzhou."

It was okay not hearing this. After hearing this, the soldiers of the Western Zhejiang Branch couldn't help cursing: "Delivering what letter! You are here to deceive us, right?"

Next, several people rushed up and tied Fan Ainong and the others up without explanation. Just at this time, a team of people followed up from behind. The leader was none other than Ji Ye. Ji Ye had seen Fan Ainong and knew Fan Ainong's relationship with Xu Xilin, so she was slightly polite to Fan Ainong. Searching out the letter Fan Ainong brought, Ji Ye read it with a grim expression, her face becoming uglier and uglier. "Zhao Hanqing still has the face to write to us? He deceived us once; does he want to deceive us a second time?"

Originally, Fan Ainong thought that delivering the letter would solve it. He didn't expect the Western Zhejiang Branch's reaction to be so fierce. "Miss Ji, what do you mean by this?"

Ji Ye rushed up and grabbed Fan Ainong by the collar. "Zhao Hanqing first told us not to provoke the Headquarters and the Beiyang Army, engaging in some 'loose outside, tight inside.' The result? The Beiyang Army rushed into Western Zhejiang and started killing people. Isn't this deceiving us? He still says in the letter to guard against someone playing dirty tricks. Do these people still need to play dirty tricks? They have already killed their way in! What exactly do you mean by sending this letter?"

Fan Ainong could completely understand Ji Ye's attitude. No one expected Western Zhejiang to be killed to such an extent. He didn't explain anymore. "I want to see Mr. Xu!"

"See what? Mr. Xu is leading brothers to fight the Beiyang Army. He has no time to see you!" Ji Ye sneered.

The Beiyang Army attacking Changxing County City encountered tenacious resistance from the troops of the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch Changxing County Committee inside. Initially, the Beiyang Army demanded to enter the city but was blocked outside the city by the Western Zhejiang Branch. Both sides confronted each other with rifles with bayonets fixed. The order the Beiyang Army received was to eliminate immediately upon encountering resistance. Order was order, but letting the Beiyang Army know clearly that firing would trigger casualties—this bunch of people didn't have the courage to face death directly yet. Having no choice, the Beiyang Army retreated first and mobilized artillery to start launching a formal attack.

Such mobilization gave the Western Zhejiang Branch in Changxing County City time to prepare. The planned raid turned into an extremely formal battle. Since shells cost money, the Beiyang Army officers were naturally unwilling to spend too much money. They fired a few symbolic shots towards Anji. The shells didn't hit the top of the wall but exploded in Anji city. As soon as this demonstrative shelling ended, Beiyang Army soldiers wearing cyan military uniforms began to shoot while attacking towards the city wall relying on Changxing County City under the command of officers. This was the Beiyang infantry tactic, and also a popular tactic in Europe, even an extremely common tactic in the early stage of World War I. It competed on fire density, on the ability of both sides to withstand casualties, and on who would collapse one step later in this war.

The Anji defenders were naturally at a great disadvantage in numbers. Including the County Committee plus the security forces, plus the militia teams composed of workers from various factories, the total count was no more than seven hundred people. The number of true military personnel was even less than two hundred. The Beiyang Army outside the city mobilized a brigade of troops, totaling as high as 8,000. The first wave of Beiyang Army attacking the south of the city mobilized more than 500 people.

The Beiyang Army's retreat before the battle gave Changxing County a certain preparation time. Not only tactical arrangement but also including psychological preparation.

Peace talks with Beiyang had been denied. A considerable part of the Western Zhejiang Branch cadres had fought with the Beiyang Army. A few years ago, when Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin insisted on establishing the Western Zhejiang Branch, a part of the wounded who recovered after the Nanjing Campaign didn't choose to follow Xu Xilin. Instead, a part of the soldiers captured and then released in the Hangzhou Campaign followed Qiu Jin to Western Zhejiang. They knew the cruelty of the Beiyang Army towards captives and would absolutely not live under the Beiyang Army's breath.

The Changxing County Magistrate led the team personally to command the battle. Everyone hid on the city wall and began to try shooting. A bullet was fired from the top of the wall, and three or five bullets flew over from the opposite side, hitting the city wall and sending stone chips flying. Seven or eight soldiers who leaned out successively were hit. Now the soldiers shrinking behind the city wall dared not move even more.
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"How is Mr. Xu now?" Even though Ji Ye's expression did not show inexplicable grief and indignation, Fan Ainong did not dare to be sure whether Xu Xilin was in danger of losing his life. Xu Xilin's personality was too unyielding; he would never stay out of the affair and hide in a safe place at such a critical moment.

"Mr. Xu? You should think about yourself first!" Ji Ye sneered.

Fan Ainong did not expect Ji Ye to suddenly reveal such a fierce appearance. However, having seen the slaughter along the way, he had no fear of death. Instead, he felt a kind of confusion. Killing people was simply too easy. After seeing hundreds of heads chopped off and hundreds of corpses piled up with his own eyes—scenes he could never have imagined before—death was not difficult to imagine at all. Fan Ainong was never afraid of things he could imagine. He asked calmly, "Killing me is not a big deal. Can you give me a reason so that I can die understanding why?"

Such a question was beyond Ji Ye's imagination. If Fan Ainong had tried to argue for himself, or prove that he was a "good person" or someone who "sympathized with the revolution," Ji Ye would have executed Fan Ainong without hesitation. Instead, Fan Ainong's question left Ji Ye unable to answer. Staring at Fan Ainong for a few moments, Ji Ye knew she had no time to tangle with him. She asked, "What exactly are you doing here?"

"I came to deliver a letter, and also to see how the Western Zhejiang Branch is doing," Fan Ainong answered frankly.

"The letter has been delivered, and you have seen what the Western Zhejiang Branch is like. what do you plan to do next?"

"I plan to see Mr. Xu. Regardless of how this matter turns out in the future, I want to face this matter together with Mr. Xu. I saw the Beiyang Army killing so many people on the way. Regardless of what everyone else thinks about this matter, I want to follow Mr. Xu." Fan Ainong spoke with extreme determination.

No matter how much she wanted to immediately execute Fan Ainong and the others on the spot in her heart, Ji Ye still could not make such a decision. For her, the enemy was not these people like Fan Ainong, but the Beiyang Army in the distance. Ji Ye ordered, "Very well. Tie up Fan Ainong and these two people and send them to Mr. Xu. Let Mr. Xu decide whether they live or die."

Fan Ainong did not resist. He allowed people to tie him up and escort him towards Changxing County. He turned his head and looked at the team led by Ji Ye, only to see them going down the mountain along the small path without stopping. Presumably, they were going to cut off the Beiyang Army's rear route.

Although he was tied up tightly, Fan Ainong did not pause in the slightest. He almost stumbled towards Changxing County at the fastest speed possible. As long as he saw Xu Xilin, he could resolve the confusion in his heart: why were so many people dying in this terrible massacre? What kind of deep hatred was there between the Restoration Society Headquarters and the Western Zhejiang Branch? Seeing Fan Ainong so earnest, the escorting soldiers did not make things difficult for him. First, they moved Fan Ainong's hands, which were tied behind his back, to the front. After seeing Fan Ainong stumble a few times, they simply tied the rope around the waists of Fan Ainong and the others. Although this was also meant to monitor them, the sky was already dark, and this way it was not easy for them to fall behind.

After stumbling an unknown number of times in the dark night, Fan Ainong and the others finally approached Changxing County. The night sky was filled with the smell of smoke and blood. However, this smell was completely different from the smell brought by the massacre. The feeling of the massacre was a cold, heavy pressure, while the smell here brought people a kind of boiling, intense feeling.

Changxing County had not fallen into darkness. The electric lights hung high in the city illuminated the streets. There were many ruined walls in the county town that had been ravaged by artillery fire, but the people were not hiding in their own homes. Groups of people were being orderly settled in the county town under the leadership of soldiers and people wearing short clothes with white towels tied around their left arms.

The three were taken into the command headquarters. Xu Xilin did not expect Fan Ainong to be brought here. He looked in surprise for quite a while before truly confirming that the person in front of him was his disciple. "Ainong, why have you come here?"

Fan Ainong simply recounted his purpose and then spoke about what he had seen on his way. He asked loudly, "Mr. Xu, what exactly is going on? How could the killing reach such an extent? Even if everyone disagrees on loyalty, at worst we just part ways."

Xu Xilin smiled bitterly. "Ainong, why has it come to such slaughter? Didn't the Beiyang Army you met on the road already make it clear? Kill those who follow the Western Zhejiang Branch, kill those who join the Peasant Associations, and kill those who have offended the gentry and landlords. The landlords and gentry support the Headquarters and support the Beiyang Army. Although our Western Zhejiang Branch had no desire to participate in the war at all, since we support the common people and support those who live by their own labor, in the eyes of the Headquarters and Beiyang, we are the enemy, we are people on the side of the People's Party."

"Is it just because of this?" Fan Ainong understood what Xu Xilin said, but he still could not understand the logic within it. "Even if the People's Party takes over the world, these gentry won't be unable to live. As far as I know, many people under the rule of the People's Party are not living bad lives even after land reform."

Xu Xilin was truly speechless towards this foolish disciple of his. In fact, before the war broke out, Xu Xilin thought the same way. Even if the war was lost, the People's Party would only kill the enemy. This was also why Xu Xilin was unwilling to participate in the war. As long as he did not participate in the war and did not create a blood debt, Xu Xilin believed there was a possibility of negotiating with Chen Ke. Land reform could be milder, and they could do their best to give some compensation to the gentry and landlords. But all of this was no longer possible. Not to mention that the People's Party would likely not spare this group of Beiyang Army soldiers who had started the slaughter, even if the People's Party could let these people go, Xu Xilin would absolutely not let these people go.

"Ainong, you have already seen these things, but what do you plan to do?" Xu Xilin asked.

"I will follow you, Sir," Fan Ainong answered immediately.

"Do you dare to fight? Do you dare to die?" Xu Xilin asked.

"What is there to fear? I am willing to serve," Fan Ainong said without hesitation.

"Good. Tomorrow morning you will follow me into battle. Go rest for now." Xu Xilin did not have that much time to patiently teach his disciple. He ordered straightforwardly.

Fan Ainong had absolutely no other thoughts. Xu Xilin told him to sleep, and he also felt extremely exhausted. Following someone to a room next to the command headquarters, he lay down and didn't even have the strength to think about things, falling asleep directly.

Xu Xilin did not think about Fan Ainong and the others at all. He continued to deal with the war at hand. "Is there a reply from the People's Party side?"

"Contact has been made, but they said preparations still need two days. Moreover, they have no plans to attack Zhejiang this time, so they suggest we withdraw the masses in the base area to their side," the liaison staff officer answered.

"Why are they unwilling to march into Zhejiang? Did they give an explanation?" Xu Xilin felt inexplicably puzzled.

"They only said there were arrangements in terms of strategy and they cannot spare troops right now. Our comrades in Jiangsu also said that the British fleet has been threatening the People's Party's Wuhu. Presumably, their pressure is not ordinary either," the staff officer explained resentfully. "It looks like the Headquarters had long decided to make a move against us this time. Mr. Tao's affair must have been their doing. Then they used this as a pretext to deal with us."

"But did the People's Party make no preparations?" another staff officer asked. "Chairman Chen Ke has always been very cautious in his actions. How could he not have anticipated this?"

"This is no longer important. A few months ago, Chen Ke had Lu Huitian write a letter to me, telling me to watch out for the Headquarters making a move against us. Unfortunately, I didn't see it clearly. Since they asked us to withdraw the common people to their place, then we will withdraw." Xu Xilin did not want to tangle with this anymore. He said loudly, "My mind is made up. Everyone, hurry up and start preparing for this matter. Send out troops to secure the retreat route."

"Mr. Xu, don't be anxious. I'm afraid we'll have to ask the People's Party for help with the rear route this time. It's not that we want to make things difficult for them. The people we sent out a few days ago have already reported back that the gentry everywhere have gone mad. As long as it's our people, as long as it's people from the Peasant Associations, they kill them all cleanly, regardless of gender or age. Aside from Changxing, in the other two counties and Huzhou, anyone with any connection to us has been killed cleanly. Moreover, blocking stockades have been built everywhere along the way. As soon as our army approaches, they fight us on one hand and send people to notify the Beiyang Army on the other. If we send few people, we can't take the stockades. If we send many people, the Beiyang Army chases very closely. Even if the comrades break through the stockades, they will be defeated by the Beiyang Army. Right now, aside from being able to hold Changxing, we can't do anything else," the staff officer said with difficulty.

"Bosun, do you still not trust Wenqing?" Qiu Jin's voice came from outside. Xu Xilin was stunned, and the others couldn't help but reveal somewhat relieved expressions.

Qiu Jin had been patrolling outside and had returned at this time. Her head was wrapped in gauze, and her right eye was covered under the gauze. Such an injury would originally give people a horrible feeling, but Qiu Jin's imposing manner did not decline in the slightest because of the injury. Instead, it made her look even more dignified.

"Jianhu, why do you say that?" Xu Xilin asked, feeling a bit guilty.

Qiu Jin said frankly, "The situation has already reached this point. Even if we want to withdraw, we don't have many people left. How many troops do we have now? More than ten thousand people have been killed until less than four thousand remain. Those scattered comrades are likely in grave danger now. With the current military strength, we simply can't withdraw from the encirclement of tens of thousands of Beiyang troops. Wenqing never talks about empty things when he does things. The Yue King Society claimed to have a hundred thousand members and refused to submit to Wenqing. Wenqing used a small stratagem, and they scattered until not even dregs remained. I know you are unwilling for the Western Zhejiang Branch to end up in such a state. But if we don't simply seek refuge with the People's Party, there is simply no other road to walk."

Having his thoughts spoken aloud, Xu Xilin no longer concealed anything. "Mr. Tao has already died so unclearly. Our Western Zhejiang Branch are probably the last people who can avenge him. I previously harbored illusions about Mr. Cai, but now it seems Mr. Cai doesn't have the slightest feeling of camaraderie for the Restoration Society in his heart. If we seek refuge with the People's Party like this, what will happen to the remaining comrades of the Restoration Society?"

"Exactly how many comrades are in the Restoration Society? How many comrades and common people in Western Zhejiang are following us now? Which is lighter and which is heavier? Bosun, you cannot fail to think this through clearly." There was no anxiety in Qiu Jin's voice, only an indescribable heaviness.
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When Qiu Jin asked, "How many comrades are actually in the Restoration Society? How many comrades and common people in Western Zhejiang are following us right now? Which is more important?", Xu Xilin was stunned. He truly hadn't considered this question. Over the past few days, Xu Xilin had been burning with anxiety, thinking more about how to defeat the Beiyang Army invading Western Zhejiang and how to correct the "erroneous line" of the Restoration Society headquarters. Therefore, Xu Xilin was considering how short-handed his subordinates were and how to turn the overall war situation in a direction favorable to Western Zhejiang. The perspective Qiu Jin mentioned—prioritizing the interests of the Western Zhejiang Branch above all else—had simply never entered Xu Xilin's scope of thought.

"What do you mean, Jianhu?" Xu Xilin asked.

"If the People's Party can aid us and help us hold Western Zhejiang, that would be best. If not, we will withdraw everyone we can to the People's Party's territory," Qiu Jin answered with extreme decisiveness. "Bosun, we are no longer members of the Restoration Society. Even if we still consider ourselves part of the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society, the headquarters no longer recognizes us as such. Since that's the case, we must also think about a way out for these comrades who have followed us."

"It's just... it's just that even if we withdraw, the Beiyang Army has us surrounded on all sides. We might not necessarily be able to break out." Xu Xilin hesitated. The current crisis was another reason why Xu Xilin found it difficult to make up his mind.

When the Beiyang Army came to attack Changxing three days ago, the Western Zhejiang Branch was still quite panicked despite having received intelligence beforehand. The county magistrate took the lead in going up the city wall to command the battle. Outside the city, the Beiyang Army advanced in dense formation while firing, while the defending troops of Changxing lay prone on the battlements, firing continuously. The exchange of fire lasted less than twenty minutes before the county magistrate commanding the battle was hit in the head by a bullet and killed in action. The commander of the County Security Battalion took over command. By this time, the Beiyang Army had already attacked to the base of the city wall. "Grenades! Throw the grenades!" the Security Battalion commander shouted at the top of his lungs amidst the dense gunfire. "Don't forget to pull the cord!"

In terms of military training, these raw recruits of Changxing County were far inferior to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of the People's Party. However, they had recently gained relatively ample experience in suppressing bandits in the mountainous areas, and the unit commanders paid great attention to detail in every battle. Huddling behind the city wall, pulling the grenade fuse rings with trembling fingers, and then throwing them down from the battlements—everyone still possessed these basic skills. After a series of booming explosions and the screams and cries of the Beiyang Army soldiers, the rain of bullets from below the city wall suddenly began to decrease.

"Fire!" the Security Battalion commander shouted, taking the lead by raising his rifle and lying prone at a crenel on the city wall to begin shooting. Below the city wall was the Beiyang Army, which had begun to fall into chaos. after firing several shots in succession, the commander shouted loudly, "I killed one! Comrades, keep it up!"

In reality, the density of the Beiyang troops below the city was extremely high; firing a shot at random would likely hit someone. Whether they were killed or wounded, no one knew. However, this shout did inspire morale. Other comrades who followed suit and began shooting also shouted, "I killed one!" "I killed one too!"

Hearing these shouts, the soldiers who had once been suppressed by the dense rain of bullets gradually gained some courage, and more and more people began attempting to get up and shoot. War is a process of trading blows; as long as the fire density is sufficient, casualties can be inflicted on the enemy. The Changxing defenders committed more and more firing points to the battle, and they continued to throw grenades at the Beiyang troops below the city. The two sides engaged in a shootout between the top and bottom of the city wall.

The more enemies one kills in war, the bolder one becomes; this is basically the same for all men. Defensive warfare relying on city walls offers a great advantage. When light machine gun firing points also began spewing fierce flames at the Beiyang Army, the three hundred or so Beiyang soldiers below the city who were still capable of fighting finally couldn't hold on any longer after several officers were cut down. Seeing their comrades falling one by one all around them, and clearly seeing the dark muzzles of the enemy spewing flames, heaven knew if the next shot would hit them. Some Beiyang soldiers could not withstand such pressure of death and began to retreat screaming. The entire Beiyang force, its morale damaged, subsequently retreated like a flock of sheep.

The battlefield is such an extremely realistic place. After experiencing the battlefield, everyone can understand that what they have to face is death—not the death in fantasies, but real, ruthless death. The Beiyang Army committed a serious error in their war deployment. Their pre-battle deployment was an encirclement on four sides; the commander originally thought he could intimidate the troops inside Changxing County seat so they wouldn't dare to engage. Another mistake was that because they had artillery support when the battle started, they only launched an attack from the south. If they had attacked from all four sides, the troops in Changxing County seat, lacking experience, would likely have been conquered by the Beiyang Army in one go.

But the Beiyang Army hadn't expected the defenders of Changxing County seat to actually withstand the first wave. When they organized an attack again, the commander of the County Security Battalion had already readjusted the deployment. The troops who performed well in the battle at the south of the city were distributed to the other three sides, using them as the core to build a defensive system.

Militia among the workers were also incorporated into the order of battle. Moreover, following a city defense deployment copied from the People's Party, the troops organized the masses to take refuge in open areas and turned workers and citizens into medical teams to extinguish fires within the city and carry the wounded. Compared to the mobilization and organizational capacity of the People's Party, this was of course extremely inefficient. However, having organization is better than having no organization. After everyone was incorporated into an organizational system, faced with powerful external pressure, the first reaction of human beings was to follow the group.

Taking cover is almost human nature. Hiding behind the city walls, casualties in the Western Zhejiang Branch dropped sharply. And with those cadres who had war experience taking the lead in shooting, the soldiers' will to fight was roused again. The shooting skills of both sides could be said to be six of one and half a dozen of the other; the Beiyang Army had a faster rate of fire, while the Western Zhejiang Branch had better cover. Added to this, it got dark not long after the second wave of attacks began, so the Beiyang Army had to stop the attack.

The Beiyang Third Army this time was born out of the Beiyang Third Division. Duan Qirui still had some skills, and the overall quality of the troops was relatively high. Especially in internal matters, the Third Army inherited the style of the old Beiyang army. That night, they first arrested the officers and soldiers who had fled during the battle during the day, and then promised the soldiers that after breaking the city, they would be allowed to loot at will. Just as dawn broke the next day, the Beiyang Army had already reassembled.

Brigade Commander Zhou Fengshan shouted loudly to the Beiyang troops, "Those who advance will be rewarded, those who retreat will be killed! This is the military discipline of my Beiyang. There aren't many people left inside this Changxing city, but the goods inside are piled up like mountains. After breaking the city, these things will all belong to you guys; I won't take a single coin."

To rectify military discipline and boost morale, Zhou Fengshan ordered all officers and soldiers who had fled to be publicly executed by firing squad in front of the formation. The Beiyang Army immediately launched an encirclement attack on all four sides. However, the attack had to be halted not long after it began. The rear of the Beiyang troops on the north and east sides was completely cut off; troops of the Western Zhejiang Branch, appearing suddenly from who knows where, began to attack fiercely from behind. The attacking troops were forces consolidated by Ji Ye and other regions. Everyone lacked war experience; although the method of attempting a sneak attack was good, the timing was completely wrong. Ji Ye and the others began their sneak attack just as the gunshots of the battle rang out. In reality, the Beiyang Army's formation had not yet deployed at this time, and the troops were still in a stage where they could be mobilized at any time. Moreover, the Beiyang Army could be considered cautious, having placed alert troops in the rear. After all, the Beiyang Army had just killed deserters, so their morale was not bad. Even though the alert troops encountered an attack, they were not routed in one blow by this group of suddenly appearing Western Zhejiang Branch troops. Zhou Fengshan immediately mobilized fresh troops, and soon they discovered that the number of these two newly appearing forces both exceeded a thousand. Because he didn't know the actual situation inside the city, and with enemies besieging from the rear, Zhou Fengshan had to withdraw the troops that were fully encircling the city and switch to a standoff with the Western Zhejiang Branch in Changxing County seat.

The Western Zhejiang troops who came to assist did not linger in battle either; they quickly withdrew into Changxing County seat and began a standoff with the Beiyang Army. In the following few days, the battle did not break out fiercely. The Western Zhejiang Branch began to rapidly gather its teams back to Changxing County. These teams ranged from as few as a dozen people to as many as over a hundred. They continued to gather towards Changxing County in this manner. The Beiyang Army had been startled once, and with scouts discovering the movements of so many enemies, they had to act cautiously. Zhou Fengshan retreated his troops more than ten li to prevent being sneak-attacked again.

Zhou Fengshan didn't know the actual situation, but it was impossible for Xu Xilin not to know. Even though people kept coming, the total troop strength inside Changxing County seat did not exceed four thousand. Moreover, Anji County and Deqing County had both been seized by the Beiyang forces. Changxing was isolated and weak; perhaps it could still hold out. It was just that such simple holding out would ultimately be a dead end.

Qiu Jin no longer discussed with Xu Xilin whether they could withdraw or not. She said calmly, "If we go to plead with Wenqing, what we want is for him to save these remaining few thousand people of our Western Zhejiang Branch, to save the lives of these hundred thousand common people of our Western Zhejiang. For the lives of so many people, we will do whatever Wenqing wants us to do. Even if Wenqing wants our lives, we will happily offer up our heads. Bosun, if you are unwilling to plead with Wenqing, then you might as well make up your mind to fight to the death against the Beiyang Army openly and aboveboard. Bosun, you are the Political Commissar of our Western Zhejiang Branch; you make the decision on the major matters determining our direction. If you cannot make the decision, the committee members who could make it here alive have all arrived; we can hold a meeting to vote."

Seeing that Qiu Jin had already spoken so clearly, and seeing the expectant looks in the eyes of these comrades around him one by one, Xu Xilin already knew what the comrades meant. No one wanted to die. As long as they had the People's Party's assistance, everyone could save their lives even if they lost Western Zhejiang and withdrew to Anhui. At this moment, exactly what choice to make was already very clear.

"Then send someone to make contact again. We request the People's Party's full assistance. As long as they can save everyone, we will obey however they arrange things." Xu Xilin finally made up his mind.
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Chapter 68 April 12th (11)

Since the beginning of the campaign to suppress the "rebel party" in Western Zhejiang, Beiyang Army commander Zhou Fengshan had mixed feelings. As a soldier, Zhou Fengshan knew what he had to do. The battles the Beiyang Army fought most were suppressing unruly people and rebel parties. As an officer from the old Beiyang clique, Zhou Fengshan had no psychological pressure about exterminating the "rebel party" in Western Zhejiang. However, the current Third Army in Zhejiang, and even the Thirtieth Army newly built with the Third Army's transferred personnel as the backbone, had fought against the People's Party. Zhou Fengshan had also been captured. Every time he recalled the battle in Dingyuan, he felt like he had a nightmare. The recent complete annihilation of Duan Zhigui's troops in Henan, and even the complete annihilation of the Japanese Kumamoto Division, made Zhou Fengshan understand that the People's Party's combat effectiveness showed no signs of decline.

Intelligence showed that the Western Zhejiang rebel party had a close relationship with the People's Party. If the People's Party intervened on a large scale during the suppression process, Zhou Fengshan himself would not be willing to suffer this defeat for nothing. Intelligence indicated that a People's Party force of several thousand people had already begun to assemble at the border of Western Zhejiang. So Zhou Fengshan invested huge efforts in scouting work. The reconnaissance network covered the border between the People's Party and the Western Zhejiang Branch as much as possible. If there were signs of People's Party military action, Zhou Fengshan decided to prioritize self-preservation.

"Lord Zhou, that rebel party unit has started harassing our army again." The staff officer in charge of reconnaissance came over with a worried look on his face and said.

Zhou Fengshan glared fiercely at his subordinate and did not speak for a while. This was already the third day. A small unit of more than four hundred people stuck to the Beiyang Army extremely stubbornly, attacking the Beiyang Army whenever there was a chance. Each battle did not last long. These rebel party troops always took advantage of weak points to enter, and would retreat immediately regardless of whether they succeeded or not after a single strike. And they would absolutely not come out in full force; there was always an attack, cover, and rear guard. Each time, they caused at most three to five casualties to the Beiyang Army, and at most twenty to thirty casualties.

For the Beiyang Army's troops of tens of thousands, these casualties really didn't count for much. But suffering fifteen or sixteen attacks a day, and the target of each attack was different, this made the Beiyang Army feel a bit jittery, seeing enemies in every bush and tree. Precisely because the casualties were small, every Beiyang soldier instead didn't want such bad luck to fall on their own heads. The Beiyang Army had also set up ambushes and annihilated a small number of rebel party troops. From the captives' mouths, they knew that the leader was a female bandit named Ji Ye. This news made the Beiyang Army angry enough; a woman not honestly staying at home holding children, what kind of bandit was she playing at?

Of course, the Beiyang Army also forgot a fact. In this bandit suppression order, it was clearly stipulated that as long as they were rebel party members, regardless of gender, they would be killed without pardon. Even if this "female bandit chief" honestly stayed at home holding children, she couldn't possibly be spared.

"Why don't we send a few troops to pursue this bandit army relentlessly and completely scatter them?" A staff officer suggested.

"No." Zhou Fengshan refused. In the engagement with the People's Party, the former Third Division had once done this. The result was that the pursuing troops fell into an encirclement and were defeated one by one by the People's Party. Although he hadn't "dealt with" the People's Party for a few years, such familiar tactics still made Zhou Fengshan recall past events.

Thinking of this, Zhou Fengshan ordered: "Urge the troops in various places, order them to hurry up and exterminate the rebel parties in the localities with the militia. As long as the rebel parties in the localities are exterminated, the Western Zhejiang rebel party remnant hanging in Changxing County seat, their destruction is just around the corner. Other troops must defend strictly and monitor the rebel party in Changxing. Once they make a strange move, we will immediately send troops. As for those flies around, if they attack, just beat them back. In the current situation, they won't last long."

Although the staff officers and officers were not satisfied with this order, no one dared to disobey military orders. Things turned out as Zhou Fengshan expected. The troops led by Ji Ye only attacked slightly. Encountering the situation where the Beiyang Army was waiting in full battle array, they proactively chose to retreat. Moreover, after this retreat, Ji Ye's unit did not continue to launch attacks. The day passed quietly like this.

It wasn't that Ji Ye didn't want to continue harassing, but that the troops' physical strength was already completely exhausted. In fact, today's attack had also exhausted the last bit of strength. Before setting out, the selected comrades all looked bad, even sleepy-eyed, looking like they could fall asleep while walking. Guerrilla warfare consumed a considerable amount of physical strength. They had to walk longer roads and make more complete pre-battle preparations. Even if Changxing was the old nest of the Western Zhejiang Branch and everyone was familiar with the roads to the point they couldn't be more familiar, they could only avoid excessive consumption of physical strength. The roads that had to be walked couldn't be one step less.

Ji Ye led the team personally, but her own brain was buzzing, and her attention couldn't concentrate at all. Just after firing a few shots, she found that the soldiers of the unit all looked exhausted. Ji Ye immediately ordered a retreat. If the Beiyang Army sent troops to chase at this time, this unit would probably be in grave danger.

Using four and a half hours to walk the road that could usually be finished in three hours, the attack unit finally returned to the temporary camp. Except for the sentries, the temporary camp was silent. Everyone was sleeping. The troops that had set out also fell down there and fell asleep upon returning to the camp. Ji Ye fished out wind medicated oil and poured a few drops fiercely into her nostrils, relying on the strong stimulation to slightly curb the sleepiness.

"Is there any news from the sub-branch?" Ji Ye asked the staff officer who stayed behind.

The staff officer who stayed behind had a look of great joy on his face, "The sub-branch said Yi Jing dispatched a liaison officer to connect with the People's Party. Now we are just waiting for news from the People's Party side. If possible, the sub-branch hopes to be able to withdraw all personnel to Anhui."

"That's great." Ji Ye said with her mouth, but in her brain, apart from a burst of relief, she didn't have the slightest feeling. She sat on the ground, leaned her head against a stone next to her, and fell into a deep sleep just like that.

At this time in Wuhan, a thousand miles away, the Central Committee of the People's Party had already received the request letter from the Western Zhejiang Branch. Minister of Defense Hua Xiongmao asked anxiously: "Chairman Chen, should we agree to the Western Zhejiang Branch's request?"

"Agree, dispatch troops immediately to the Western Zhejiang Branch to meet and support their withdrawal." Chen Ke answered very crisply.

Lu Huitian couldn't help asking: "Chairman Chen, why don't we send troops in advance to stop the Restoration Society's massacre this time?"

Chen Ke was silent for a moment before answering: "If I told everyone before that the reactionaries would spare no effort in counter-attacking and settling scores, surely no one would believe it. Because everyone saw that the former landlords and gentry in the base areas were very submissive. It was said in 'On Practice' that if you want to accumulate rational knowledge, you must have perceptual practice. In our base areas, those landlords and gentry who were reactionary to the core have already been eliminated, and we have thoroughly implemented land reform and received the support of the People's Party. The remaining bunch of former landlords and gentry, when the situation has not undergone a fundamental change, they recognized that their own lives were a higher priority than being forced to accept the reality of land reform. That's why we have the current situation where the former landlords and gentry seem relatively cooperative. And the situation in Western Zhejiang is a clear proof, proving how cruelly these old landlords and gentry will treat the revolutionary forces if possible. After seeing it with their own eyes, everyone will not harbor any illusions about them."

The comrades in the Central Committee had already seen relatively detailed information. The "revolutionary degree" of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch was vastly different from that of the People's Party, and it could even be said to be fundamentally different. This kind of "moderate" reform couldn't even be called land reform; at most, it implemented adjustments to the old social order. And this kind of adjustment triggered such intense class hatred. The educational significance of this matter was extraordinary.

Hua Xiongmao couldn't help asking: "Chairman Chen, are we just receiving the Western Zhejiang Branch into our base area?"

"Yes. Beiyang is almost unable to hold back. I don't think it's necessary to provoke them excessively. I actually hope to wait until after the summer harvest to start the war?" Chen Ke answered.

"Why? These executioners' hands are stained with the people's blood, are we just going to let them continue to be at large?" Hua Xiongmao was very puzzled by Chen Ke's opinion.

"Beiyang is almost unable to hold on. Now for every day of delay, Beiyang will be a little closer to destruction. At this time, we must wait." Chen Ke led the current situation to a larger topic.

"If Beiyang can control Zhejiang better, won't the strength of their flank be enhanced?" Lu Huitian asked. Chen Ke's statement was inevitably a bit too jumpy.

"This can be discussed later. Right now we must hurry up and summarize the situation in Zhejiang. We must let the comrades understand to what extent the reactionaries can be cruel before the war." Chen Ke didn't want to discuss this issue more. He continued: "Like other revolutionaries of this era, Xu Xilin subconsciously feels that revolution is to achieve a certain great goal, and everyone who follows him should dedicate themselves to this great goal. The gaze of revolutionaries of this era looks upwards, and rarely looks below. Even if they look, it is mostly to blame subordinates for ineffective work..."

"...Considering the problem from the angle of this kind of thinking, the comrades and common people of the Western Zhejiang Branch are subordinates in Xu Xilin's heart. In the immediate moment of crisis, it should be these people considering how to complete Xu Xilin's ideas, rather than Xu Xilin considering these people's interests more. But Xu Xilin now knows that this may not be the correct idea. At least in the eyes of the People's Party that the Western Zhejiang Branch learns from and imitates, this idea is completely wrong..."

"...Power should come from above, strength should come from above. This is Xu Xilin's view, and also the concept accepted by the vast majority of revolutionaries in this era. So Xu Xilin is unwilling to give up the Restoration Society. Even if the current situation is already so critical, Xu Xilin still insists that he is a member of the Restoration Society, and even insists on the idea of avenging Tao Chengzhang. Even if he is completely disappointed in Cai Yuanpei, Xu Xilin is still not disappointed in the Restoration Society..."

"This is the mistake Xu Xilin committed, and our People's Party cannot commit the same mistake. In this world, there are those who betray class interests, but there is no class that betrays interests. And where exactly should our People's Party's class stance stand? Does the power of the current revolution come from the People's Party or from the people? This is the issue I have repeatedly emphasized. I hope comrades can take this Western Zhejiang Branch as an example and discuss it in depth. Thoroughly recognize the situation we have to face. Any unrealistic illusions will bring us huge losses. Who are our enemies, who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution!" ...... After the meeting adjourned, other comrades left with heavy expressions. Hua Xiongmao stayed behind. Chen Ke looked at Hua Xiongmao silently. Hua Xiongmao didn't speak immediately. After a while, he opened his mouth and said: "Wen Qing, I hear your meaning, the situation in Zhejiang will continue to deteriorate?"

Chen Ke nodded, "That's right, it will deteriorate to a situation unimaginable to people. It will deteriorate to the point where our comrades will completely wipe their eyes clean!"

Hearing these resolute and decisive words, Hua Xiongmao actually didn't know what he should say anymore.
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Chapter 69: April 12th (12)

"Mr. Zhou, we, the People's Party, would like to transport the members of the West Zhejiang Branch to Anhui." A young man in his twenties said frankly to Zhou Fengshan.

Zhou Fengshan, the Beiyang Army commander responsible for suppressing the "rebels" in West Zhejiang, listened calmly. A People's Party force of over four thousand men had crossed the border into West Zhejiang on March 11th and swiftly advanced towards Changxing. The Beiyang Army's reconnaissance network suffered significant losses upon contact with the People's Party forces. Upon receiving this news, Zhou Fengshan didn't act foolishly; he immediately ordered his troops to assemble and retreat. The People's Party then immediately sent a small unit, bringing along the Beiyang scouts captured over the past few days, to make contact.

Regarding the People's Party soldiers approaching under a white flag, Zhou Fengshan knew they were seeking contact, not surrendering. However, deep down, he truly hoped to see them coming to express genuine submission.

The People's Party representative didn't care what Zhou Fengshan was thinking. He continued his work, "Mr. Zhou, our goal is to take everyone from the West Zhejiang Branch to Anhui, not to engage in war with your army. I wonder if your army's orders before setting out included a fight to the death with our forces?"

If the People's Party representative had shown naked threats, Zhou Fengshan wouldn't have been so unhappy. What displeased him most was the People's Party's "we call the shots" attitude. Their goal was to take the Restoration Society members away, implying that if anyone tried to stop them, the People's Party would not hesitate to fight. Zhou Fengshan asked, "There's no one blocking you from Changxing to the Anhui border anymore, right? Who exactly does your army want to take away?"

"If possible, we also want to take away everyone from the other two locations who is willing to come with us," the People's Party representative replied.

"Hmph," Zhou Fengshan sneered with some bravado, "The rebels in other places are already dead. You don't need to waste your effort on that."

The People's Party representative's eyes widened abruptly. It was genuine shock, followed by intense anger.

Zhou Fengshan originally felt a sense of self-satisfaction from his bravado when he said that, but under the furious glare of the People's Party representative, he felt a wave of guilt. He knew very well that the representative understood what "the rebels are dead" meant. It meant tens of thousands of lives!

The People's Party representative didn't pause for long. He took out a map and placed it on the table. Zones were already marked on it. "Within four days, we will evacuate everyone willing to leave from this area. We will leave behind any supplies we cannot take. We hope Mr. Zhou can be tolerant for these few days."

Zhou Fengshan looked at the map and was greatly startled. The marked areas were regions the Beiyang Army hadn't fully controlled. It was very likely that some "rebels" still existed there.

"Four days is too long. Three days at most." Zhou Fengshan naturally wouldn't be foolish enough to agree immediately.

"We will evacuate as quickly as possible. We will strive not to cause trouble for Mr. Zhou if we can avoid it."

Although the People's Party representative spoke politely, Zhou Fengshan dared not fully trust him. But asking if the People's Party would honor the agreement at this point would show too much weakness. Zhou Fengshan said with a characteristic condescending tone, "Our Beiyang Army will wait at most three days."

This sounded murderous on the surface, but in reality, it explicitly agreed to the People's Party's request. Officialdom was like this; waiting three days meant not starting preparations for three days. Doing anything required preparation time, especially war preparations. The first two days would be entirely spent sending out scouts, and troop movements could only begin on the third day at the earliest. This time was actually one day more than the four days requested by the People's Party.

The People's Party representative was naturally no fool; he understood the meaning immediately. He stood up and said, "Then thank you very much."

Without any tea-serving rituals to see off the guest, the People's Party representative took his leave once the agreement was reached. Zhou Fengshan also liked such a crisp style. The order this time was to exterminate the rebels and retake West Zhejiang. As a Beiyang Army commander, Zhou Fengshan could "act according to circumstances" when facing the People's Party, so he wasn't afraid of people gossiping behind his back about contacting the People's Party. As long as the troops didn't suffer major losses, Zhou Fengshan would have completed his mission. In the current situation, no one wanted to fight those tough battles.

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin didn't have much to say either. They knew equally well what kind of state West Zhejiang had been reduced to by the killing. The comrades who had fled to Changxing in scattered groups over these days had clearly described the bloody massacres in various places. The West Zhejiang Branch's organization in the localities could be said to have been uprooted, and the comrades who could retreat were basically all in Changxing County.

Perhaps the luckiest among the West Zhejiang Branch was the unit led by Ji Ye. Due to exhaustion reducing their mobility and lacking villages to rely on, this harassment unit had been surrounded by the Beiyang Army. Because of the People's Party's intervention, the Beiyang Army retreated, and Ji Ye's unit safely withdrew to Changxing under the People's Party's cover. However, as soon as she returned to Changxing, Ji Ye had to join an argument.

"We don't want all this equipment and supplies?" Comrades from the West Zhejiang Branch found the rapid evacuation hard to accept. Besides guns and ammunition, Changxing had dozens of factories, large and small. Some were state-owned, some private. Warehouses were piled high with various materials. If they retreated like this, these materials would definitely be left for the Beiyang Army. Even knowing these materials couldn't be taken away, everyone still couldn't accept it.

"Even if we burn the stuff, we can't leave it for the Beiyang Army!" Some people already expressed a tough stance.

The People's Party representative didn't think so. "There must be people in Changxing County town who refuse to leave. Leaving the things behind means the Beiyang Army has things to loot, which can at least lower their hostility. You need to take a long-term view."

"Why try to please the Beiyang Army now?" The West Zhejiang Branch representative was furious at such logic. "Are you thinking they'll go easy on us when we fight them later?"

"Who are the people still staying in Changxing now? They are all the ones who oppose us. Leaving things for them, isn't that getting slapped on the left cheek and then offering the right cheek to be slapped again?"

Seeing the comrades starting to get agitated, Qiu Jin slammed the table and stood up. "All evacuation work this time is the responsibility of the People's Party comrades. Everyone must obey, no objections. This is an order!"

Xu Xilin also clearly expressed his support at this moment. Lacking sleep, Ji Ye's eyes were as red as a rabbit's. She also stood up to express support, but when she opened her mouth, she realized her voice was completely hoarse. She managed to say in a voice everyone could understand, "Disobedience is absolutely forbidden!"

With several key cadres speaking up, the West Zhejiang Branch was finally suppressed.

The evacuation proceeded very smoothly. Everyone in Changxing city who supported the West Zhejiang Branch followed the main force to retreat. Weapons, ammunition, and various currencies were taken away. Including grain, all property that could be immediately liquidated was taken if possible. Conversely, raw silk and other materials requiring long-distance transport that were inconvenient to carry were all left behind after simple sealing.

Not only the comrades and masses in Changxing County town, but also members of various grassroots organizations in the surrounding rural areas not yet attacked, as well as members supporting the West Zhejiang Branch, joined the column. A stream of people surged, leaving their homes and heading towards Anhui with whatever supplies they could carry. A long column of tens of thousands of people retreated to Anhui within four days under the cover of the People's Party.

The Beiyang Army didn't foolishly rush in. After sufficient reconnaissance confirmed the People's Party indeed hadn't left an ambush, they marched rapidly towards Changxing County.

Upon entering the county town, the Beiyang Army saw people on the streets moving supplies from various warehouses to their own homes.

"Daring to touch our stuff! You don't want to live!" Cursing, the Beiyang Army unceremoniously shot these people on the spot. After clearing out the "bad people looting a burning house" according to habit, the Beiyang Army began to break into and search every household. Wherever they saw hoarded wealth, they immediately conducted a thorough looting.

Those who dared to stay in Changxing city were those opposed to the West Zhejiang Branch. Regardless of whether they hung banners supporting the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army personally carried out the looting based on the principle of "do it yourself to have ample food and clothing." Resisters were beaten, and those who fought back were executed on the spot. These guys, who once thought Changxing County town would return to a bright and clear sky after the Beiyang Army arrived, found that what greeted them were dark clouds composed of black gun muzzles. They once thought that the West Zhejiang Branch not allowing looting and guaranteeing the normal operation of social order was a policy all regimes would execute. The Beiyang Army used factual actions to educate this bunch that this was completely a delusion.

If the crying in Changxing city during the retreat a few days ago stemmed from the pain of leaving home, the crying in Changxing city now was the despair they couldn't help but emit while being thoroughly plundered.

On March 20, 1915, the news of "completely annihilating the West Zhejiang rebels and recovering West Zhejiang" reached Hangzhou. Even knowing that Zhou Fengshan had ultimately allowed the West Zhejiang remnants to escape into Anhui, neither Zhejiang Military Governor Zhu Rui nor the Beiyang Third Army Commander thought Zhou Fengshan had done anything wrong. In this period, preserving the army meant preserving oneself. So even if Cai Yuanpei complained very implicitly, the military figures just glossed over it. Zhu Rui and the others cared more about how much booty they had raked in from West Zhejiang. The news of capturing over ten thousand piculs of raw silk made them almost unable to close their mouths. A picul of raw silk could sell for at least 50 taels now. Ten thousand piculs of raw silk shipped to Shanghai would be worth hundreds of thousands, not to mention the equipment of the rebel area's silk reeling factories and other factories. Hangzhou factory owners had long wanted to buy this equipment. Making millions from one expedition was a rare good deal.

Cai Yuanpei hadn't considered the issue of these spoils at all. Upon returning to the Restoration Society headquarters, Cai Yuanpei convened a meeting to discuss the next steps. A considerable number of people in the headquarters remained silent. The bloody massacres by the Beiyang Army and militias in West Zhejiang had already spread back to Hangzhou. The killing, originally targeted only at the West Zhejiang Branch, had now turned into a massacre of the entire West Zhejiang region, which greatly exceeded the initial imagination of the Restoration Society cadres.

However, there were always those who couldn't hold back. When the West Zhejiang Branch retreated, they didn't detain those two tax police officers. They had run back to Hangzhou and told Zhao Hanqing everything they had seen and heard. Seeing the joyous looks of some Restoration Society members and thinking of the cruel acts he had heard about, Zhao Hanqing couldn't help but stand up. "Mr. Cai, there is one thing I don't understand. The West Zhejiang Branch defected to the People's Party and betrayed our Restoration Society. Eliminating them is nothing. But the common people of West Zhejiang were just bewildered. Why was it necessary to kill so many people?"

These words were spoken with righteousness. Someone in the Restoration Society couldn't help but voice support. Cai Yuanpei hadn't expected the slaughter in West Zhejiang to be so tragic either. Being questioned by Zhao Hanqing to his face, his expression hesitated for a moment, but he didn't make a sound.

"Zhao Hanqing, I see you are also a rebel!" Liu Zonghan, one of the Restoration Society's Committee of Six who had participated in Zhejiang Military Governor Zhu Rui's massacre plan, didn't explain. He came up and slapped a rebel hat on Zhao Hanqing. "Anyone who sympathizes with the rebels is a wing of the rebels. How many people were in the West Zhejiang rebels? To grow to their current size, the new recruits were all bewildered commoners. Moreover, when the government army went to suppress them, these people didn't abandon the dark for the light and strike back, but instead resisted with all their might. If these bewildered commoners aren't rebels, who is?"

Zhao Hanqing never expected Liu Zonghan to view the problem this way, and simply slapped the hat of attaching to rebels on his head. After all, he had privately supported Xu Xilin, so being spoken to like this naturally made him feel uneasy. So he simply sat back down and fell silent.

Zhao Hanqing sat down, but Wu Huiqiu stood up. This Restoration Society elder was a woman. She was also Qiu Jin's female student who had left home to participate in the revolution because she opposed arranged marriage. She had participated in almost all the battles in the early period of the Restoration Society and was now the Deputy Director of the Hangzhou Education Department and the principal of the Hangzhou Girls' School. Her students came from all over Zhejiang, and the parents of many students from West Zhejiang had been massacred by the Beiyang Army and militias in West Zhejiang. Holding a chest full of anger, she stood up to speak.

"Comrades, didn't we rise up against the Manchus back then to save the people from fire and water? Even if the West Zhejiang Branch defected from the Restoration Society, it was just a difference in political views. And as far as I know, most of the commoners massacred this time didn't join the West Zhejiang army at all. Even if they were bewildered, how can we talk about resistance? Mr. Cai, your virtue is high and noble, you absolutely cannot turn a blind eye to this matter."

"Wu Huiqiu! Are you crying injustice for your teacher?" Since Liu Zonghan had already stated his attitude, he showed no sign of backing down now.

Wu Huiqiu had a rather fierce personality. Even facing Liu Zonghan's threat, she had no fear. "I am indeed crying injustice! If it had been explained from the start that expelling the West Zhejiang Branch meant killing people like this, I would absolutely never have agreed!"

Although these distinct and powerful words didn't garner vocal support from many people, the number of people nodding slightly wasn't small.

Cai Yuanpei's face darkened. Even now, he didn't think there was anything wrong with the party purge. Being accused by Wu Huiqiu in public like this, the displeasure on Cai Yuanpei's face was revealed without omission. But this was something that had already happened. Although everyone had different opinions, time couldn't flow backwards. So the argument wasn't very intense. So Cai Yuanpei at least didn't get angry in public.

The meeting broke up in unhappiness. Liu Zonghan and others found Cai Yuanpei. "Duke Cai, since the West Zhejiang Branch has been eliminated, we need to strike while the iron is hot. We must thoroughly eliminate this bunch within our Restoration Society who have been bewildered by the People's Party according to the original plan."

"Brother Liu is right. Judging by the situation today, there are quite a few people within our Restoration Society who are inclined towards the rebels. These people have close relationships with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were in West Zhejiang, so they were easy to deal with. But these people are all inside our Restoration Society; they can be called a disease in the vitals. If we don't act quickly to get rid of them, they will definitely be a huge trouble in the future."

"Duke Cai, Beiyang was ineffective in suppressing the bandits this time. They actually let the West Zhejiang rebels escape to Anhui. If they delusionally want to counterattack Zhejiang in the future, they will definitely contact these people first. That would be an unforeseen disaster."

Cai Yuanpei knew these people were right. Since they had completely broken with West Zhejiang, anyone within the Restoration Society who sympathized with West Zhejiang would be a huge threat in future wars. Even having seen the true face of the party purge, Cai Yuanpei still believed the party purge was absolutely necessary. Thinking of this, Cai Yuanpei said, "The party purge must be completed. However, everyone needs to be more careful this time. A list must be carefully drawn up; it's best not to implicate the innocent."

The few people answered almost in unison, "Duke Cai, rest assured, we will absolutely not act sloppily."
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On March 26, 1915, Feng Guozhang, the Governor of Min-Zhe, received over a dozen distinguished guests at his residence in Fuzhou. One of the duties of the Min-Zhe Governor was to serve as the Commander-in-Chief of the Min-Zhe Military Region. Currently, the 3rd Army and the 30th Army were in Zhejiang, while the 6th Army and the 28th Army were in Fujian. In terms of organization, with four armies and sixteen divisions, there should theoretically be nearly 500,000 troops. Because the People's Party had completely cut off the connection between northern and southern China, the Min-Zhe region was the Beiyang clique's independent military region in the south. Feng Guozhang was the commander of Beiyang's southern forces. This fact also changed Feng Guozhang's title from Governor to Commander-in-Chief.

"Commander, what instructions does the President have this time?" asked Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui respectfully, as Feng Guozhang's subordinate.

"The President has ordered us to completely exterminate the chaotic parties in the south and stabilize the situation. Once the reorganization in the north is complete, we will immediately join the war," Feng Guozhang replied.

"Commander, can we in Guangdong receive support in military armaments?" Although Liangguang Governor Zhang Renjun once held a position far higher than Feng Guozhang, he had to bow to reality.

"Elder Zhang, doesn't Guangdong have many local militias? Organize them, and that's over a hundred thousand men," Feng Guozhang laughed.

"Commander, you think too highly of us in Guangdong," Zhang Renjun smiled faintly. Although he was smiling, Zhang Renjun was extremely dissatisfied with Feng Guozhang's teasing. After Yuan Shikai launched the federal autonomy of provinces, Liangguang was the happiest. While the People's Party rapidly built their base areas, Liangguang also quickly established their own regional cooperation system. Theoretically, the position of Liangguang Governor shouldn't exist, but after discussion, the Liangguang government established a comprehensive cooperation system. Zhang Renjun, as the former Liangguang Governor, also successfully took charge of Liangguang's power.

However, this system suffered a heavy blow last year. The People's Party invaded Guangxi under the pretext of pursuing reactionary troops from Hunan, destroying the Liangguang joint system. Guangdong originally did not border the People's Party territory and had no feelings of hostility or identification with the People's Party, so it once hoped to stay completely out of any war. But when the People's Party seized Guangxi, they annihilated 20,000 Liangguang coalition troops and began large-scale land reform in Guangxi. Guangdong's attitude toward the People's Party changed from indifference to complete hostility. This time, Feng Guozhang convened a meeting of the southeastern provinces. The Guangdong representatives, changing their previous attitude of ignoring Beiyang, attended the meeting with Liangguang Governor Zhang Renjun leading the team, accompanied by Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting, Guangdong Speaker Chen Jiongming, and other high officials. Their purpose in attending the meeting was naturally to gain Beiyang's support to exterminate the People's Party. But as soon as they started talking, they were teased by Feng Guozhang.

Fortunately, Feng Guozhang didn't intend to make things difficult. Although he took a small verbal advantage, he immediately said seriously, "Elder Zhang, you have been in Liangguang for a long time. Don't you think we should pull together in the current situation?"

The meaning of these words was for Zhang Renjun to acknowledge Beiyang's leadership status. How could Zhang Renjun not know this? However, he did not answer immediately. The result of the prior discussion within the Guangdong delegation was not to fully defect to Beiyang, but to stand on Beiyang's side during the war, hoping to continue maintaining the state of federal autonomy after the war. Guangdong Speaker Chen Jiongming took over the conversation, "Commander Feng, I wonder what plans the President has for the post-war period?"

Feng Guozhang turned his head and laughed, "I know that all the provinces are currently worried about whether the President will seize their power after defeating the People's Party. The President has no intention of changing the federal autonomy of provinces. However, talking about whether we can defeat the People's Party now is a bit premature. Fighting a war is not writing an essay; the situation on the battlefield changes in an instant. If we cannot cooperate sincerely, victory or defeat is out of the question. The President gave me orders that the military command for this war must be unified. If Guangdong wants to receive support in military armaments, then you must obey orders during the war. Our Beiyang military discipline is extremely strict; this is no joking matter."

The Guangdong representatives looked at each other. Their greatest hope was to "fight independently," meaning that the military armaments and pay they should receive would not be less, but the military command would be independent of Beiyang's command system. But when they fought against the People's Party, Guangdong's army suffered almost total casualties. Although the People's Party had not yet completed military preparations to attack Guangdong, Guangdong also had no ability to organize an army to counterattack Guangxi. Feng Guozhang's requirement for unified military command made the Guangdong representatives very embarrassed.

Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting hurriedly changed the subject, "Commander, I wonder if the Jiangsu representatives will come?"

After the People's Party seized Guangxi, four provinces remained in the southeast: Guangdong, Fujian, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu. Now representatives from three provinces had arrived, and only the Jiangsu representative had not appeared. Lu Rongting asked this partly to see if the Jiangsu representative would come. If the Jiangsu representative didn't come, it could also hint to Feng Guozhang that Guangdong was still an important force Feng Guozhang could rely on.

This question effectively dampened Feng Guozhang's arrogance. His expression changed slightly before he answered, "Jiangsu's Wang Youhong can't see the situation clearly and is still dreaming his autumn dream of staying out of it. He doesn't think about it—the People's Party has already taken Northern Jiangsu; will they let Southern Jiangsu remain?"

Hearing this and thinking of Guangxi, which had been taken by the People's Party, the faces of the Guangdong representatives also became unsightly.

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui saw that the positions of everyone were difficult to reconcile, so he also hurriedly jumped in to smooth things over, "Elder Zhang, I'm not speaking ominous words before the battle. We all had our own positions before, but the current matter is already very clear. If we cannot unite sincerely and have even a bit of thought of staying out of it, if the North fights unfavorably against the People's Party and the People's Party frees up their hands to deal with us, can we resist them? Everyone is thinking about what will happen after the war, but if we can't even win this great war, how can we talk about post-war matters? You are all intelligent people; presumably, you should be able to think this through completely."

Lu Rongting sighed, "It's not that Guangdong is unwilling to send troops, but in the battle of Guangxi, our army suffered heavy casualties. The loss of military armaments and supplies was immense. Even if we have soldiers, we have no weapons. The People's Party's equipment is far superior to ours; how can we fight this battle?"

"Military armaments can be discussed, but this time I invited everyone here to discuss another matter. That is the extermination of chaotic parties within each province," Feng Guozhang said loudly. "The People's Party's invasion of provinces was never a hard fight; they have their own insiders in every province. With these insiders leading the way, plus the People's Party's so-called land reform to bewitch the ignorant common people, it was extremely easy for the People's Party to annex a province every time. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were once leaders in Zhejiang, didn't they also defect to the People's Party? If Zhejiang hadn't acted ruthlessly to exterminate them, what would Zhejiang look like now?"

Guangdong also roughly knew the news of Zhejiang exterminating the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. Hearing Feng Guozhang's words, the expressions of the Guangdong representatives were uncertain.

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui immediately said, "If you think the People's Party will avenge these people, you are greatly mistaken. We exterminated the chaotic party this time, and the People's Party didn't send troops at all. If the People's Party had sent troops, or if the People's Party was preparing to send troops, would I dare to come from Hangzhou to Fuzhou to meet with you all? The People's Party bullies the weak and fears the strong. If they face a battle where they have insiders and can win, they will brag excessively. If we make the first move, they will be honest."

After saying this, Zhu Rui boasted greatly about the "great achievements" of the Beiyang Army in slaughtering the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society. In the process, he fiercely mocked how the People's Party did not save them and didn't even dare to approach the border.

When Zhu Rui finished speaking, Feng Guozhang said again, "Gentlemen, presumably the British have already contacted you. I'm afraid the French have also contacted you. Even if you don't trust us, you must trust the British and French, right?"

These final words finally moved the Guangdong representatives. Britain and France had indeed contacted the Guangdong government and indicated that if the Guangdong government could join the camp to encircle and suppress the People's Party, they would give the Guangdong government such and such support. This was also the reason why the Guangdong side was willing to attend this meeting.

"Are Britain and France willing to support us?" Zhang Renjun wanted to confirm again.

"We might as well ask the British representative to speak about this personally," Feng Guozhang laughed. "Please welcome Sir Humphrey."

The curtain was lifted, and under the astonished gaze of the Guangdong representatives, Sir Humphrey of the British Legation walked out from the inner hall in a leisurely manner.

The Fujian Conference lasted for three days. During the three days, Britain, Beiyang, and Guangdong reached a complete agreement. Britain could be responsible for supporting Guangdong with a batch of weapons and ammunition, which would be traded directly through British merchant houses in Guangdong. However, Guangdong must obey Beiyang's command during the war. Britain guaranteed that Guangdong could continue to maintain the existing Liangguang system after the war, and could even receive a certain share of benefits in Hunan, which was controlled by the People's Party.

To be able to stand shoulder to shoulder with the British and discuss future national affairs almost equally was something the Guangdong government, which was used to being bullied by the British, had never thought of before. Plus, Britain promised that after exterminating the People's Party, they would establish an equal and friendly relationship with China. This greatly dispelled the Guangdong side's worries.

Of course, all these promises were not without conditions. Guangdong must, together with Fujian and Zhejiang, completely eliminate "radical elements" and eliminate the People's Party's "insiders in Guangdong." Only after completing this work would the British provide military equipment to Guangdong. The Guangdong side naturally agreed with this very much. Losing Guangxi and most of their army had already scared Guangdong out of their wits. They naturally chose to join with great joy.

After the agreement was reached, the British representative, Sir Humphrey, withdrew, leaving all problems to be solved by the Chinese themselves. This was also one of Britain's tactics. They were willing to expend great effort to facilitate the achievement of something, but in the specific execution of this matter, the British would let the participants do it themselves. Anyway, holding conditions that these people could not refuse, Britain could maximize their ability to stay out of it, and secondly, leave enough room for retreat for themselves.

The three southeastern provinces discussed again and roughly listed the targets to be struck. And it was determined that on April 12, 1915, the action to cleanse the chaotic parties would be launched simultaneously in the three provinces.
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Resettling tens of thousands of people was never an easy task; the issues of eating, drinking, and basic hygiene alone were enough to drive logistics personnel mad. This was true even for the People's Party's experienced logistics teams. Qiu Jin had suffered a head injury but had insisted on commanding from the front lines; she fell ill after entering Anhui. Xu Xilin no longer thought of seeking an audience with Chen Ke this time; he had to nominally take over command.

The People's Party temporarily settled these people from the Western Zhejiang Branch in Guangde County. Li Shouxian, the Party Secretary of the Southern Anhui Prefecture, personally came to Guangde to meet with Xu Xilin. Not only did Li Shouxian arrive, but the 412th Division of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army also stationed itself in Guangde. With the division's military hospital available, the wounded from the Western Zhejiang Branch finally received comprehensive treatment.

Li Shouxian had only met Xu Xilin four or five times, the last time being two years ago. Seeing this veteran revolutionary who had given Chen Ke his initial support, Li Shouxian was shocked by Xu Xilin's change. Xu Xilin was 42 this year, seven years older than Chen Ke; in this late Qing era, both were considered middle-aged. Li Shouxian had seen Chen Ke recently, and Chen Ke looked unchanged; judging by appearance alone, everyone would believe he was a vibrant young man of twenty-six or twenty-seven. Xu Xilin, however, with his graying hair, dull skin, and wrinkled face, looked no different from an old man of fifty.

"Mr. Xu, are there any issues with your unit's living conditions?" Li Shouxian asked about practical difficulties right away.

Xu Xilin was slightly stunned, then shook his head and replied, "Having reached this state, we are already extremely grateful for your Party's assistance."

Li Shouxian replied, "If there are any difficulties, please speak frankly. We will do our best to solve whatever we can. Moreover, Mr. Xu, if war breaks out, Guangde County will not be safe either. I'm afraid we will have to move everyone to a safer location then. We will notify everyone in advance when the time comes."

The war was just beginning, and Xu Xilin knew this. But even knowing it, he couldn't muster any spirit. The immense upheaval facing him had dealt Xu Xilin too heavy a blow; he never imagined that the internal slaughter within the Restoration Society would reach such a cruel level. The Western Zhejiang Branch had once controlled three counties plus Huzhou City, with a population of 580,000. The total personnel of the Western Zhejiang Branch's government, army, and grassroots organizations numbered over 14,000. Now, a total of over 20,000 people had managed to retreat to Anhui. Among them, members of the Western Zhejiang Branch organization numbered less than 4,000. Intelligence from various places indicated that among those who failed to withdraw, the Western Zhejiang Branch members and the civilians closely associated with them had all been massacred. The death toll was likely over 60,000. One in ten people in Western Zhejiang had been slaughtered; this was something previously unimaginable.

Xu Xilin felt like he was having a nightmare. Although Li Shouxian was sitting across from him, Xu Xilin couldn't help but do something he had done frequently of late—bite his own thumb. Pain radiated from his thumb, but he simply could not wake up from this nightmare.

"Mr. Xu, I wonder what plans the Western Zhejiang Branch has for the future?" Although Li Shouxian saw Xu Xilin biting his finger hard, he could only pretend not to notice. In reality, the People's Party's intelligence gathering was more efficient than Xu Xilin's. As far as the People's Party knew, the Beiyang Army and local forces in Zhejiang had killed nearly 100,000 people in Western Zhejiang. It wasn't just the grassroots personnel of the Western Zhejiang Branch who were slaughtered; the more than 30,000 factory workers in Western Zhejiang were almost wiped out, and nearly 50,000 peasant association members were also killed. The brutality of the Beiyang Army and the mountain landlords was far beyond Li Shouxian's imagination.

"What plans can there be? Everything is finished; the Western Zhejiang Branch has been uprooted. Tao Gong is gone, and there is no place left for us in all of Zhejiang." Xu Xilin's voice could only be described as ashen with despair.

Hearing this, a slight displeasure rose in Li Shouxian's heart. Xu Xilin had reached the point where the People's Party had to send troops to save him, yet he still refused to accept the reality that he was no longer a member of the Restoration Society. But on second thought, if Li Shouxian were to be so cruelly expelled by the People's Party, his performance might be even worse than Xu Xilin's. But then again, in the People's Party, it was impossible for a faction to exist that opposed the Party Central Committee's policies and used military force for its own weight. The situation of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch would absolutely never occur within the People's Party.

Sighing slightly, Li Shouxian said, "Mr. Xu, the most urgent task is to convene a meeting of your branch to sort out what has happened. If you continue to be so depressed, how can you face those comrades who have already sacrificed themselves?"

If the People's Party encountered such difficulties—why did this situation arise? How should the immediate problems be solved?—Party organizations at all levels would have already met to discuss. According to the principles of the People's Party organization, as long as there are three Party members in one place, a Party cell must be established, and actions must be discussed. One of the key points emphasized in the People's Party's Rectification Movement was "Anti-Indolence." Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized within the Party, "To sail against the current is to move forward or fall behind; this is the era we face. This is the characteristic of the industrial age; only by constantly moving forward can we survive! Comrades, in the process of constant progress, encountering difficulties is the most normal thing. Our People's Party has grown up amidst difficulties."

Li Shouxian knew everything Chen Ke said well. He was also an "old cadre" who, since the Anhui floods, had followed Chen Ke along with other comrades to face various difficulties head-on. Every time they overcame a hardship with great effort, the People's Party's revolutionary cause would achieve an almost leapfrog development. Great waves sweep away the sand; the enemies and competitors of the People's Party were often not defeated by the People's Party, but fell before difficulties themselves. Looking at Xu Xilin's current state, the Western Zhejiang Branch had also entered the countdown to total elimination.

But Xu Xilin was obviously trapped in self-pity and could not extricate himself, so Li Shouxian offered a few words of advice and left. Inside the People's Party base areas, there were also Party cadres who never recovered after encountering setbacks; without exception, these people ended up being removed from their posts.

After bidding farewell to Xu Xilin, Li Shouxian did not leave Guangde County. He went to find Ji Ye and other mid-level cadres of the Restoration Society. These young people had all received training from the People's Party, so they knew about "Anti-Indolence" to some extent. The Western Zhejiang Branch also insisted that the armed forces should be a labor team, a propaganda team, and a work team. Ji Ye was mainly responsible for the reorganization of the troops, and the current work was nothing more than maintaining order.

When Li Shouxian's figure appeared in Ji Ye's field of vision, Ji Ye was discussing traffic command work with comrades. The premise of maintaining order is that there is an order to maintain. Making people understand traffic order itself required a considerable amount of travel training. From the perspective of actual efficiency, if a camp of 10,000 people did not have good travel order, supervision efficiency would be greatly reduced. The mid-level cadres of the Western Zhejiang Branch were basically all gathered in the camp participating in this work.

In the few days after arriving in Anhui, comrades would occasionally tear up while working, or simply choke back sobs silently, yet no one stopped working. For these young people, persisting in work was the only way to avoid being completely swallowed by grief. Every one of them had wailed aloud more than once during the retreat, and some had even contemplated suicide. In such a mood, even hearing a greeting like "Hello everyone" mattered to no one. Ji Ye and a few others raised their heads with indifferent expressions, while other comrades didn't even lift their heads.

"Brother Li?" Ji Ye asked in surprise, and then a strong sense of shame rose in her heart. In fact, Ji Ye was not Li Shouxian's subordinate; the two belonged to different political entities. But Ji Ye just couldn't help but feel ashamed; as classmates who had been educated in the same school, this shame was completely uncontrollable.

"Hello comrades! You've been working hard, comrades!" There was not the slightest blame or accusation in Li Shouxian's attitude; it was no different from his usual kind greeting. Not only did he speak, but Li Shouxian also stepped forward to shake hands with the young comrades one by one. Including Ji Ye, many comrades felt that their tears had almost run dry, but now they felt tears moistening their eyes again.

Seeing these young people who persisted in their work become emotional, Li Shouxian was also very moved. He patted the shoulders of the young comrades one by one, but still calmly put forward his own view. "Comrades, right now we shouldn't just be working. I suggest everyone convene a meeting immediately to decide the future direction."

"But Mr. Qiu has fallen ill, and Mr. Xu is in that state..." The young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch felt that Li Shouxian's proposal was somewhat difficult to implement.

Li Shouxian waved his hand seriously, "Comrades, the power of any political party comes from the grassroots. This basic understanding is repeatedly emphasized in our Party School and Cadre School. If the upper levels collapse, does that mean our grassroots must also collapse? How many people are in the upper levels? In an organization, the lower the level, the greater the number of people."

This was true, but the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch couldn't accept the method of holding a meeting on their own without Xu Xilin for the time being. Li Shouxian did not force it. He waited until the Western Zhejiang Branch comrades had arranged the traffic work before saying, "If you don't want to hold a general meeting right now, then I would like to ask comrades for a favor. Have you ever collected data on Restoration Society personnel? Especially the list of Restoration Society personnel in provinces other than Zhejiang?"

This request surprised many people. "Secretary Li, the immediate matter should be to prepare for war, right? What does this have to do with comrades in other provinces?"

Ji Ye was relatively calm. She asked in confusion, "Secretary Li, could it be that the Headquarters is going to move against comrades in other provinces as well?"

At this, the comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch also felt quite surprised. "Comrades in other provinces have different positions from our Western Zhejiang Branch; how could the Headquarters possibly move against them?"

Li Shouxian originally didn't quite believe that the Restoration Society would be frenzied to this extent either, but Chen Ke had told him about this in a telegram, and Li Shouxian could never disbelieve Chen Ke's judgment. "This matter will not be resolved so simply. As far as we know, even if the comrades of the Restoration Society haven't followed the mass line, some of them still recognize that the land conflict is the greatest conflict in China today. And the Restoration Society Headquarters clearly regards these people as enemies."

Revolutionaries of yeoman farmer background were an important force within the Restoration Society, and the political view of hoping to curb land annexation was also one of the important ideas within the Society. Although the most radical of these people had joined the Western Zhejiang Branch, the political view of moderately opposing annexation still had considerable supporters within the Restoration Society.

Hearing Li Shouxian's words, the young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch looked at Li Shouxian with disbelief and exchanged glances. What Li Shouxian said was rather horrifying. If the Headquarters really used such a standard to define friends and enemies, then this reign of terror was only just beginning.

"Why?" Ji Ye asked, her face pale.

"Because these people want a world for the propertied class. When they have this opportunity, they will absolutely not let it slip. Wolves must eat meat; that is the rule of the wolf." Li Shouxian answered with extreme calm, his heavy voice sending a chill down people's spines.



★


April 12th 15

Volume 5 - Chapter 72

❧ ❧ ❧


April 12th (15)

"Comrades, why is class struggle incomparably cruel? Because class struggle is a naked struggle for benefits. This struggle is not a dispute of sentiment where you curse me once and I curse you twice, but a struggle to maximize the benefits of one's own class. Therefore, once class struggle becomes comprehensive, there will inevitably be extremely terrible slaughter. So do not think that the Guangfu Society will stop after driving away the West Zhejiang Branch. Even if they don't have a clear philosophy... No! Precisely because they don't have a clear philosophy, the struggle and slaughter will be incomparably cruel. Because they subconsciously want to establish an order for thousands of generations, they will rely on instinct to take advantage of this chaos to maximize their own benefits!" Li Shouxian tried his best to persuade the comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch, hoping they could provide a comprehensive list of the Guangfu Society.

The young comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch listened seriously, but no one dared to believe that the landlords and gentry could expand the scope of the slaughter for their own selfish interests. West Zhejiang was already strewn with corpses; if the killing continued, the result would only be that the entire Zhejiang province would become a sea of blood.

Even Ji Ye did not dare to easily express clear support for Li Shouxian's opinion. She asked with some hesitation, "Secretary Li, how insane must one be to do such a thing? My family comes from a landlord background, and it is true that we are unsparing towards tenants and peasants. But I don't believe in the kind of indiscriminate slaughter you mentioned."

Li Shouxian smiled bitterly. When he believed that so-called "human nature" dominated human behavior, Li Shouxian also thought there were too many incredible things in the world. Only after Li Shouxian studied materialism did he discover that all seemingly illogical things are driven by internal interests. The naked cruelty of these internal interests is so terrifying that people dare not face it; the darkness and tyranny of human nature are fully revealed within it. If one cannot view these things with materialist dialectics and historical views, most people simply cannot distinguish them with reason. They will even stubbornly deny that these things inevitably exist.

For example, these young cadres of the Guangfu Society before him resolutely refused to admit it.

Li Shouxian knew that the discussion of such issues must have a prerequisite of cognitive level. Discussing the matter on its own merits was useless. Forcing a discussion would only cause various confusions, so he did not continue to discuss these issues. "Comrades, I am not asking everyone to believe this now. I am just telling everyone our prediction for the future. Who can provide the list of the entire Guangfu Society outside of Zhejiang?"

The young cadres of the Guangfu Society looked at each other. Firstly, they indeed did not have a complete list. Secondly, they did not believe Li Shouxian's words. Plus, the Guangfu Society West Zhejiang Branch was not the People's Party West Zhejiang Branch after all, and there was no reason to provide such confidential intelligence to Li Shouxian. The whole situation remained deadlocked.

Li Shouxian did not want to urge them. The People's Party had no intention of implementing a comprehensive rescue. Since Chen Ke had already set the tone "to educate the whole party and the whole army through the performance of these counter-revolutionaries," Li Shouxian naturally would not act on his own. The reason he did this was to save the young comrades of the West Zhejiang Branch. This group of comrades might be the most likely allies of the People's Party in the whole of China. If their horizons could not be broadened, the cruel experiences they had gone through might not necessarily turn into wealth for these youths.

"Secretary Li, let us discuss it first to see if everyone knows this part of the list," Ji Ye answered Li Shouxian's request in the most tactful way.

"Okay," Li Shouxian replied. "If you need our help with anything, just ask."

When leaving the West Zhejiang Branch, Li Shouxian sighed gently with regret. The possibility of saving the Guangfu Society members as much as possible disappeared in this hesitation.

While Li Shouxian was making his last effort to save them, the actions to clear out the rebel party in the three provinces of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong were also proceeding in full swing. In Guangzhou, there were some disagreements on how to draw up the list.

"Sun Wen of the Tongmenghui proposed the Three People's Principles, explicitly pointing out the equalization of land rights. I think this is birds of a feather with the People's Party and should be completely exterminated. What do you all think?"

"There are many members of the Tongmenghui, and Speaker Chen Jiongming is also a member of the Tongmenghui. If we don't let anyone from the Tongmenghui off, wouldn't it be inappropriate?" Someone also raised a different opinion.

"Back then, the revolutionary sentiment in Guangdong was extremely high. When we rose up, the People's Party was nowhere to be found! It's just that most of those who rose up back then belonged to the Guangfu Society and the Tongmenghui. It would be very troublesome if we implicate them."

The situation in Guangdong was complex. The revolutionary party in Guangdong was divided into local revolution and overseas Chinese revolution. Political views were actually not important; the key was that these people were deeply improved. If they were implicated blindly, it would be a complete mess. Some people, regardless of their stance, had backing forces that could not be offended. This made those responsible for listing the names feel quite troubled.

Three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang. After some discussion, someone finally figured out the key point. "Why don't we do this? Let's first list all those suspected of being in the rebel party. We ourselves are reliable, so we will pick out those whose crimes do not deserve death. What do you all think?"

"That is excellent!" The group of people responsible for drawing up the list praised.

With such a main line of thought, the subsequent thinking became broader. "If we draw up the list, we still don't have enough manpower. Why don't we each recommend reliable local figures and let us review them first? These local figures know the local situation. Let them recommend the local lists, and we just need to review them. This is much faster than us doing it."

The new suggestion was approved by everyone. As long as these people controlled the power of review and did not kill the wrong people who should not be killed, the rest was extremely simple.

Once there was a method, someone would do it. Guangdong lacked militias the least; every chamber of commerce maintained its own armed forces. Western Guangdong was a mountainous area with even more bandits and militias. Militias at least had some local consciousness, while bandits had always been a scourge to the area. Not long ago, the armies of Guangdong and Guangxi suffered a devastating blow, and the locals in Guangdong did not like to serve as soldiers. The military had no choice but to recruit bandits, rebuilding the Guangdong army with these recruited bandits as the main force. These "heroes" who lived by licking blood on the blade might have unpredictable performance on the battlefield, but they were quite skilled at suppressing ordinary people.

By the morning of the agreed date, April 12, 1915, the Guangdong New Army, which had already been deployed, blockaded cities like Guangzhou, and the British troops in Hong Kong also blockaded the border. The entire city not only dispatched troops, but foreign patrolmen also received lists for the concessions. After knocking on the doors of the "rebel party" residents, they arrested people without saying a word. The Guangdong New Army was even more unscrupulous; they directly rushed into the "rebel party residences" and started arresting people. After arresting people, the New Army, composed mainly of these bandits, resumed their old trade and carried out "home confiscation" against the rebel party. In just three days, 20,000 people were arrested in major cities in Guangdong, and the targets of arrest were all former revolutionaries.

Chen Jiongming, Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly, never expected that the plan was to arrest the Guangfu Society rebels, but few Guangfu Society rebels were caught, and instead, the Tongmenghui members were arrested completely. He hurriedly went to find Guangdong Governor Lu Rongting. Lu Rongting was also once inclined towards revolution; during the Zhennanguan Uprising led by Sun Yat-sen, Lu Rongting had tipped off Sun Yat-sen.

But Chen Jiongming was disappointed. Lu Rongting had a look of difficulty on his face. "Jingcun, the Tongmenghui has been shouting about equalizing land rights. It's unjustifiable to say they have nothing to do with the People's Party. And you also know that the landlords and gentry in the Pearl River area have been dissatisfied with the Tongmenghui's charter for a long time. It's just that most of them are revolutionary pioneers, so these landlords and gentry didn't dare to touch them before."

"What?" Chen Jiongming thought he heard wrong, his eyes widening round. "Lord Lu, this time is to exterminate the People's Party. Why act against the Guangdong Revolutionary Party?"

"The landlords and gentry insist on this. What can I do?" Lu Rongting looked innocent.

"Lord Lu, this is not right!" Chen Jiongming got a bit angry. "If we handle it like this, isn't it avenging private grudges with public office?"

The proportion of Tongmenghui members in the Guangdong Assembly was not small, which was entirely thanks to the Guangdong Revolutionary Party. Chen Jiongming was not stupid; he knew that this mass arrest had become a seizure of power. The traditional Guangdong gentry wanted to regain their traditional dominant position through this arrest.

"Jingcun, I know what you are thinking. But I think you shouldn't talk nonsense for the time being. It's not like no one is targeting you." Lu Rongting didn't want Chen Jiongming to continue making trouble, so he "admonished" him neither softly nor hard.

Chen Jiongming did not agree with Lu Rongting's advice. He said loudly, "If they have ideas about me, they can come at me. I, Chen Jiongming, have always acted openly and aboveboard. I have nothing to be afraid of."

Seeing that Chen Jiongming wouldn't listen to advice at all, Lu Rongting could only speak kind words to comfort Chen Jiongming.

But Chen Jiongming was a person who refused to admit defeat. Seeing that he couldn't persuade Lu Rongting, Chen Jiongming went to find Zhang Renjun, the Admiral of Guangdong and Guangxi. Zhang Renjun was old and cunning; how could he wade into this muddy water? Not to mention that the Guangdong local faction trying to purge the Tongmenghui had long won Zhang Renjun's support.

Chen Jiongming couldn't find reinforcements. Fortunately, he convened an assembly meeting in the capacity of the Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly. At the meeting, Chen Jiongming's attitude was heavy and his expression painful. After briefly introducing the situation to the members of the Guangdong Assembly, Chen Jiongming demanded a stop to the arrests and that all of Guangdong's strength be used to oppose the People's Party.

How could the councilors of local Guangdong origin agree? Most of these councilors of revolutionary party origin were not rich people, so they did not entirely lean towards the rich in policy. These local gentry finally got this opportunity to eliminate dissidents. Facing Chen Jiongming's challenge, the gentry immediately demanded a re-election of the Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly. Chen Jiongming never imagined that this group of councilors would seize power so openly. The assembly's demand to re-elect the speaker only required the agreement of a simple majority of more than half of the councilors. These councilors obviously came prepared; in the blink of an eye, half of the councilors signed their names on the motion, demanding an immediate re-election.

On the afternoon of April 18, the Guangdong Assembly re-elected the speaker. Chen Jiongming lost the election, and the local gentry chose the former Guangdong Provincial Administration Commissioner Zhang Mingqi as the new Speaker of the Assembly.

As soon as the election ended, Zhang Mingqi stood on the podium with satisfaction. Cupping his hands to the councilors, Zhang Mingqi said loudly, "Fellow councilors, the country is currently in a time of turmoil. if we fully rely on the so-called order of the assembly, we will be bringing disaster upon ourselves. Therefore, I suggest that the assembly immediately investigate the crimes of colluding with the enemy committed by some councilors."

Chen Jiongming was frightened by these words. Losing the speaker election might not be surprising enough, but Zhang Mingqi's statement showed that he had long been prepared. Just as the revolutionary councilors, including Chen Jiongming, were surprised, the gate of the assembly hall suddenly opened wide. A group of heavily armed troops rushed in.

Zhang Mingqi sneered, "Arrest all those rebels!"

The leading officer agreed, and then they lunged at Chen Jiongming and others like wolves and tigers.
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Chapter 73 April 12th (16)

On the night when all the assembly members with revolutionary party backgrounds in the Guangdong Assembly were rounded up in one fell swoop, Lu Rongting went to visit Zhang Mingqi. Both were former officials of the Manchu Qing dynasty, so they didn't stand on ceremony with official pleasantries. Lu Rongting simply congratulated Zhang Mingqi on ascending to the position of Speaker of the Guangdong Assembly, and then asked about the arrested assembly members. "Speaker Zhang, you arrested dozens of assembly members in one breath, but I wonder how you plan to handle things next?"

Zhang Mingqi smiled faintly, "Lord Lu, if these people have indeed committed unlawful acts, I can only enforce the law impartially."

In the language of the Manchu Qing bureaucracy, "enforcing the law impartially" implied punishing with the utmost severity. Coupled with Zhang Mingqi's cold smile, Lu Rongting fully understood the meaning within. He quickly said, "Speaker Zhang, setting aside others for now, Chen Jingcun is a revolutionary veteran with outstanding meritorious service. Can you show him some leniency?"

Zhang Mingqi knew why Lu Rongting was trying hard to protect Chen Jiongming. As a potential sympathizer of the "Revolutionary Party," Lu Rongting was a model of straddling two boats. During the Zhennanguan Uprising back then, Lu Rongting first supported Sun Yat-sen and even once guaranteed he would launch an uprising. However, seeing that Sun Yat-sen could not succeed during the uprising, and with the Imperial Court strictly ordering Liangguang to suppress the Zhennanguan Uprising, Lu Rongting personally led troops to attack Zhennanguan and drove Sun Yat-sen away. Throughout the entire affair, Lu Rongting kept providing information to Sun Yat-sen to ensure he wouldn't be caught. But when it came to destroying the Zhennanguan Uprising army, he was merciless. It seemed Lu Rongting wanted to use these same tricks on Chen Jiongming.

Sighing deeply, Zhang Mingqi said, "Lord Lu, Chen Jiongming is also a notable figure in Guangdong and enjoys considerable popularity. Moreover, I know that what Chen Jiongming seeks is the United Provinces Self-Government, which is still different from those rebels. It's just that Chen Jiongming is short-sighted; he only sees the benefits of United Provinces Self-Government but fails to see that in the current situation, if we cannot fight the People's Party with all our might, we are all dead men. Lord Lu, I don't intend to do anything to Chen Jiongming; I just can't let him continue to protect other rebels within the assembly."

"This is natural, this is natural." Lu Rongting already knew Zhang Mingqi's attitude, but at such a time, he needed a clearer statement from Zhang Mingqi. "Speaker Zhang, naturally I will not shield rebels, but since Jingcun is not a rebel, I still hope Lord Zhang can show him some tolerance."

"Since Lord Lu has spoken, I naturally must comply." Zhang Mingqi also received Lu Rongting's acknowledgement and naturally wouldn't be foolish enough to lack a sense of propriety. He laughed, "Lord Lu, how about we hand Chen Jiongming over to you for custody? What do you think?"

"That would be good." Obtaining custody of Chen Jiongming, Lu Rongting confirmed that Zhang Mingqi had no intention of confronting him. Although he felt something was slightly amiss about this matter, this was not the time to investigate.

And Zhang Mingqi did not hide what he intended to do. He continued, "Lord Lu, if you feel there are other assembly members who are excusable, you might as well speak up straight away. For those whom even Lord Lu is unwilling to speak for, I, your brother, will not be polite. Two days ago, Lord Zhang and the British handed the responsibility of clearing out the rebels to me, presumably valuing the fact that I never tolerate rebels. And clearing out the rebels is absolutely impossible to accomplish without Lord Lu's support."

Lu Rongting knew that Zhang Mingqi had been extremely hostile towards the Revolutionary Party since the Qing era. If not for this, the British wouldn't have supported Zhang Mingqi to be in charge of clearing out the rebels, and Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun wouldn't have so reassuringly handed the assembly over to Zhang Mingqi. Although he knew Zhang Mingqi would definitely not be soft on the revolutionaries, the current situation was so critical that if someone else were to be in charge of clearing the party, they would definitely be timid and overcautious, absolutely lacking Zhang Mingqi's merciless means. At least others wouldn't dare to so directly arrest assembly members, including Chen Jiongming.

Weighing the current situation, Lu Rongting finally made up his mind. "I'm afraid there might be some inappropriateness in how others handle things. I only felt that Chen Jiongming is indeed not a rebel, so I came to ask for a favor. As for the others, I will absolutely not tolerate them."

How could Zhang Mingqi not guess Lu Rongting's thoughts? He stood up and said seriously, "Lord Lu understands the great cause deeply. Zhang acknowledges this."

With Lu Rongting, who held the military power in Guangdong, giving his final stance, the various forces in Guangdong no longer had any scruples and began to attack with full force.

Lin Xiaofeng was the captain of the Merchant Corps Guard in Jiangmen, Guangdong. On April 10th, he received an order from the Merchant Corps to participate in the military action to clear out rebels in Guangdong. Lin Xiaofeng was very puzzled by this. He cautiously asked the President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce, "President, I haven't heard of any Manchu Qing remnants rebelling?"

The President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce replied grumpily, "What Manchu Qing remnants? The ones to be killed this time are those rebels who call themselves the Revolutionary Party!"

"To kill the Revolutionary Party?" Lin Xiaofeng was stunned.

"Xiaofeng! You are my niece's husband. You must do well this time; it concerns our family business!" The President of the Jiangmen Chamber of Commerce said earnestly. Like other large households in Guangdong in this era, apart from those remaining in Guangdong, the Chamber of Commerce President's family had branches developing in Shanghai and Nanyang. And the Chamber of Commerce President's niece in Shanghai, Yue Lianyi, had married Xiaofeng as his primary wife.

"President, what is going on?" Lin Xiaofeng felt that President Yue of the Chamber of Commerce definitely had words he hadn't fully explained. Even without killing the Revolutionary Party, President Yue of the Chamber of Commerce was a local hegemon, and usually, the Revolutionary Party and President Yue didn't have much conflict.

President Yue was very satisfied with Lin Xiaofeng's astuteness. "The Zhou family are rebels. We must get rid of them."

"The Zhou family?" Lin Xiaofeng felt he understood somewhat. This Zhou family was also a powerful family in the Jiangmen locality and had always been unconvinced by the Yue family. If the Zhou family could be eliminated, the Yue family could become the true overlord of Jiangmen.

President Yue stroked his beard and sneered, "I have already contacted the provincial authorities. The Zhou family are Tongmenghui rebels who have always advocated nonsense like the equalization of land rights. We must respond to the province's order and exterminate them."

"The Zhou family's guards have quite a few guns," Lin Xiaofeng said very implicitly. In fact, if not for the Zhou family's own armed forces being strong enough, Lin Xiaofeng would have long ago led the Merchant Corps Guard to exterminate the Zhou family.

"What use is having many guns? Faced with the cannons of the provincial army, they are nothing!" President Yue answered this question smugly.

"Cannons?" Lin Xiaofeng was stunned. He hadn't expected President Yue to have already negotiated this with the province.

"Among the people responsible for clearing the party this time, there are our people, so the Zhou family was put on the list. However, the military expenditure for the suppression is huge. I'm afraid we won't get the Zhou family's floating wealth this time, but we are definitely taking the Zhou family's land. When you lead people to encircle and suppress this time, you must guide the government troops well!" Speaking of the Zhou family's floating wealth, a look of regret appeared on President Yue's face.

Lin Xiaofeng thought for a moment before suggesting, "President, let's not talk about the money for now. But it's unlikely the government troops can transport all of the Zhou family's goods, right? Why don't we buy them at a low price?"

President Yue was noncommittal about this. He said seriously, "You are still thinking too much. Fight the battle well. Go scout immediately now; don't let the Zhou family members run away."

By April 16th, just as President Yue had said, a large force of government troops arrived in Jiangmen. Led by Lin Xiaofeng, the government troops lunged straight at the location of the Zhou family's trading firm. The Zhou family's Chamber of Commerce compound was built quite solidly, especially since the Zhou family had produced a few Tongmenghui members and had become "arrogant" in the Jiangmen locality. After being surrounded by government troops, the Zhou family was frightened out of their wits. But the Zhou family obviously had no intention of surrendering. Instead, they began to shout across the wall. "Government troop masters outside, our family has a member of the assembly in Jiangmen, and we also have a member in the provincial assembly. Is there some mistake?"

The leading officer laughed loudly. He ordered someone to shout to the Zhou family, "Your family's assembly member in the province has already been taken down. Now the province has issued an order to first exterminate the rebels among these assembly members! If you know what's good for you, surrender obediently to save us brothers from having to take action!"

Hearing these words, silence fell inside the Zhou family compound. With the backer they relied on having fallen, they had no moral high ground to speak of in the face of government troops.

The government troops had not come to reason this time. Although the Zhou family's walls were solid, the government troops came prepared. The column dragged two cannons along. The first shot only blasted a large hole in the wall, but the next two consecutive shots directly hit both sides of the large hole, and the solid wall collapsed with a crash. Holding their rifles, the government troops shouted and charged towards the collapsed breach.

Lin Xiaofeng dared not compete with the government troops. He ordered his men to strictly guard every passage to prevent the Zhou family members from escaping. There was not much gunfire inside the compound; presumably, the Zhou family dared not truly put up a desperate fight. Soon, women's screams were heard from inside the compound, and Lin Xiaofeng was startled. He knew that with his status, it would be difficult to get a share of the spoils inside, but the Zhou family had a concubine who was very pretty, and Lin Xiaofeng had been eyeing her for a long time. It just so happened that his wife had taken the children to Shanghai to visit relatives, and Lin Xiaofeng only thought about getting his hands on the Zhou family's concubine to have some fun for a while. Listening to the women's screams in the compound, Lin Xiaofeng felt as uncomfortable as if a cat were scratching at his heart.

However, the government troops seemed very busy this time. After breaking into the Zhou family home, they only plundered the money and valuable soft goods, selling the land and goods to the Yue family at a discounted price. Lin Xiaofeng did get his wish and got his hands on the Zhou family's concubine. He was just worried that if the Zhou family had a chance to turn things around in the future, it would be difficult to deal with. But while drinking with the government troops, he heard the government troop commander say as if drunk, "We were ordered to exterminate rebels this time and were told to take the rebels back to Guangzhou. But taking so many rebels with us is too troublesome. If we kill them here, we're afraid the locality will be shocked..."

How could President Yue misunderstand the meaning of the government troop master? He quickly said, "These rebels are particularly detestable and should be executed on the spot in the locality to awe the lawless."

"Awe the lawless? Are there still other lawless elements here?" The government troop master said drunkenly, as if intoxicated.

"How could there not be! If the master wants to know, I can list a name list," President Yue said quickly. Being able to borrow the government's hand to thoroughly eradicate the Zhou family was a great good thing that President Yue could only hope for but not reach. If he could borrow the government's hand to eradicate the other thorns in the Yue family's side, that would be an extra joy.

"Then list a name list for me tomorrow." The government troop master looked even more drunk.

The next day, President Yue produced a long list, detailing the deeds of these people's collusion with the Revolutionary Party. Of course, a stack of bank notes was naturally not missing either. After carefully sealing them in an envelope, President Yue sent this envelope to the government troop master. Lin Xiaofeng had also seen this list, and among them were two people who had absolutely no connection with the Revolutionary Party usually. He couldn't help but ask President Yue about it.

"Humph! You only know about that concubine of the Zhou family!" President Yue glared at Lin Xiaofeng with an expression of hating iron for not becoming steel.

Lin Xiaofeng was startled. He thought he had kept the matter quite secret, but he didn't expect it to be discovered by President Yue. Seeing that President Yue had no intention of pursuing the matter, Lin Xiaofeng quickly recovered from his panic. Then he suddenly understood; the wives of those two people were famously pretty.

The government troops worked with high efficiency. Led by Lin Xiaofeng and others, the government troops began to continue arresting the Revolutionary Party members in Jiangmen on a large scale. With local snakes like Master Yue leading the way, all Revolutionary Party members, people with connections to the Revolutionary Party, and people identified locally as "rebels" were quickly arrested cleanly.

Before the government troops left, a major execution took place outside Jiangmen city. Lin Xiaofeng had never seen killing like this. Right by the river, rows of "rebels" were dragged over, bound with ropes. The government troops shot them in the chest or head at close range. Hitting the chest, the bullet would punch a large hole. Hitting the head, the skull cap could fly far away, with red and white flying all over the sky.

Although frightened to death by this scene, a thought unexpectedly popped up in Lin Xiaofeng's mind, "Killing people by the river like this makes it easier to clean up. If they killed people like this in the wild fields, creating such a huge patch of corpses and blood, who would dare to go clean it up!"

On April 20, 1915, in Jiangmen alone, the Guangdong government troops shot and killed over 900 people. The Revolutionary Party in Jiangmen was swept away.

PS: Starting today, I will try hard to update twice a day in the future. I earnestly ask all dear readers to spend some time to check out Zongheng's latest monthly ticket delivery. Asking for monthly tickets, asking for subscriptions!
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In Guangdong, the Tongmenghui was being slaughtered; in Fujian, both the Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society were being killed. As for Zhejiang, due to the weak influence of the Tongmenghui, the primary target of the purge was the Guangfu Society.

On April 12th, the city gates of various cities in Zhejiang, which had been under martial law for a while, suddenly opened wide. The Beiyang Army and local militia groups stormed into the cities and began arresting people. Anyone who had been introduced into the Guangfu Society by Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin, or even Tao Chengzhang was arrested without exception. Only a portion of the members who had joined under Cai Yuanpei's approval, as well as those who were strongly protected by local gentry, were spared. Hangzhou, Shaoxing, and Jinhua were the hardest-hit areas for arrests.

By April 20th, the number of people arrested in Zhejiang exceeded 40,000. Regarding what to do with so many arrested people, the Fujian-Zhejiang Governor Feng Guozhang instructed: "Do not release them; leave no future trouble." Everywhere knew what "leave no future trouble" meant. Zhejiang had plenty of water, so starting from the 21st, large-scale executions of prisoners began in all localities.

In the past, when killing people, they would at least post a notice, even if it was a frame-up, explaining what these people had specifically done. This great purge initially had this process too, and those killed had to be publicized for their evil deeds of "radicalism" and "opposing landlords." However, by the third day, the various localities lost interest in this. Fabricating notices was an extremely brain-racking task. So in the end, the notices simply read, "On XX date, XX rebel party members were killed. Rebel party member So-and-so, rebel party member So-and-so..."

After killing for another three or four days, batch executions were followed by batch notices, and writing down all the names exhausted the people responsible for clearing the party in various places. To further improve efficiency, they only posted notices once in the morning and once in the afternoon each day. A sheet of paper was filled with "Killed XX people in such-and-such place, killed XXX people in such-and-such place." This finally liberated those responsible for the paperwork from their hard labor.

By May 7, 1915, the frequency of posting execution notices finally slowed down. Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui woke up early in the morning feeling very lethargic. A servant served ginseng tea for Zhu Rui to drink, then changed to white tea for Governor Zhu Rui to rinse his mouth, and only then withdrew.

During these days of mass executions of rebel party members, what Governor Zhu Rui had to do was not check off names for execution, but select from the list those who would temporarily not be killed. As the killing went on round after round, the later it got, the more Governor Zhu Rui had to rack his brains to weigh who not to kill. So he had been working through the night recently. Yesterday, those who could be released from the last batch were all released, and the remaining ones were all to be executed. They were all veterans of the Guangfu Society, as well as a group of people with relatively high influence locally. Even if he was unhappy in his heart, Governor Zhu Rui changed into his military uniform, preparing to go to the prison to see these people off. Human relationships were just such a thing; Governor Zhu Rui could have waited for his subordinates to bring the execution report, but that would make Zhu Rui appear completely heartless. Going personally to deliver some food and fine wine before the condemned prisoners' last day would greatly reflect Governor Zhu Rui's benevolence.

The ginseng tea probably had some effect, and Governor Zhu Rui felt a bit more energetic. After eating a bowl of longan porridge, Zhu Rui ordered the guard to set off for the prison. Although he didn't want to see those death row prisoners personally, Zhu Rui really wanted to see Wang Jinfa's final moments with his own eyes. As one of the big shots of the Guangfu Society, Wang Jinfa was arrogant and looked down on Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui, who came from the New Army. But after being arrested, Wang Jinfa extremely wanted to live. Being able to personally deliver the final meal to Wang Jinfa put Zhu Rui in an excellent mood.

Zhu Rui hadn't ridden a horse for half a year. The British had given a batch of cars to high-ranking officials in Zhejiang, and Zhu Rui naturally chose the one he liked best first. Riding in a car through the streets of Zhejiang, those envious and jealous gazes always put Zhu Rui in a good mood. As usual, two cars set out at the same time, and this time Zhu Rui chose to ride in the first one.

There were few people on the street. Although the shops were still open, they could only be described as deserted. With the recent mass killing of rebel party members everywhere, Hangzhou had already shot over a thousand people, so where would everyone find the mood to buy things? The car drove slowly as usual, and Zhu Rui looked around from inside the car. As they were driving, a woman appeared on the road. The woman was not very old and looked quite pretty. It was just that her standing in the middle of the street was very alarming.

Zhu Rui saw the driver slow down, and the mounted guards clearing the way also stepped forward to drive her away. However, the woman first untied her hairpin, letting her jet-black hair slide down her back. Then the woman unbuttoned her clothes. She was wearing absolutely nothing under her skirt suit. The woman blocked the Zhejiang Governor's convoy completely naked. Now, not only the guards but even Zhu Rui inside the car watched with wide eyes. The woman had an extremely beautiful figure and fair skin. Plus, being stark naked, it was completely impossible to see any threat.

The driver didn't know how to respond, whether to continue moving forward or simply stop. Just at this moment, the woman bent down. Although he couldn't see clearly from the back seat, judging by the posture, Zhu Rui knew the woman should be kneeling. "Is this woman going to cry out a grievance?" Zhu Rui thought. But the only so-called grievance recently was probably the mass killing of rebel party members. Even if the woman cried out a grievance like this, Zhu Rui wasn't prepared to play any "granting grace" drama from a play.

Before he could finish this thought, a burst of gunfire came from the roadside. Zhu Rui saw several guards on the left fall from their horses in succession. "Drive quickly!" Zhu Rui roared at the driver. Regardless, this was not the time to stop here and get beaten.

"There's someone in front!" the driver answered subconsciously.

"Run her over!" Zhu Rui had already realized that the woman in front was inevitably one of the assassins, and he roared viciously.

The driver also figured out the connection. He stepped on the gas, and the car accelerated and rushed forward violently. Just as he estimated the moment of impact with the woman, Zhu Rui felt a huge shock. The car windows shattered, and the car flew into mid-air. When the momentum from many angles converged on his body, only then did Zhu Rui roughly understand that the woman had detonated a bomb. In the split second before losing consciousness, Zhu Rui still hadn't figured out where exactly the bomb was placed?

Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui was assassinated. The car he was riding in was blown into the air by a bomb, and the burning car rolled and flew more than ten meters away after landing. According to the recollections of the surviving guards, the woman hid the bomb inside her clothes, and everyone's eyes were on the woman's naked body. No one noticed the trickery inside the clothes on the ground. And when the woman was kneeling and bowing, she was already holding the fuse. When Zhu Rui's car hit her, she detonated the bomb.

Of course, many years later, bored people also tried to reconstruct this assassination case. They believed that the woman used the kind of detonation device developed by the People's Party. The woman only needed to pinch the electronically controlled fuse, and as soon as she let go, the bomb would explode. Because in a kneeling position, the front of the car would hit the woman's head first, and a normal person could absolutely not effectively control the detonation time in such a posture. This detonation mode developed by the People's Party ensured that even if one lost their life, they could still detonate the bomb, guaranteeing that the assassination effect would not be failed due to various accidental reasons.

The investigation into the woman's identity afterwards also yielded results. She was the daughter of a landlord family in western Zhejiang who had joined the Peasant Association and had attended the Jinhua Girls' School. When clearing out western Zhejiang, some young girls were spared. However, their end could absolutely not be called lucky. These girls were all sold to brothels. Later, somehow, this woman contacted the Western Zhejiang Branch and carried out this assassination together with people from the Western Zhejiang Branch.

However, those who participated in the assassination were either shot dead or committed suicide by taking poison before capture. Since there were people from the Hangzhou locality among them, some also suspected that someone within the Guangfu Society had planned this murder.

Regardless of the speculations, this assassination indeed greatly changed the situation in Zhejiang. It is unknown if the prisoners in the jail were lucky or not, but due to the investigation of this matter, they lived for three more days. Immediately after, anyone locked in the prison, regardless of whether Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui had decided for them to die before his death, was executed by firing squad under the order of Fujian-Zhejiang Governor Feng Guozhang.

When the news reached Anhui, the young comrades of the Western Zhejiang Branch did not celebrate. Even the least sorrowful person only shouted with tears streaming down their face that Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui deserved his death. Li Shouxian's prediction that the various places would massacre Guangfu Society members had been proven true.

The Western Zhejiang Branch had also sent out a portion of comrades, but the majority of them were unable to return. Those comrades who were lucky enough to return spoke with lingering fear about the scenes of killing in various places. The Beiyang Army was somewhat better; at least they arrested people directly. Those militia groups were like mad dogs on the streets; they would kill anyone they saw in the countryside wearing foreign-style clothes, and even those wearing glasses or western-style hats. Some places had become so frenzied that they reached the point of killing anyone wearing leather shoes and carrying a fountain pen.

The People's Party basically hadn't had any real work in Zhejiang. Even the public representatives and commercial units stationed in Hangzhou had all withdrawn to the People's Party base area when Cai Yuanpei implemented anti-People's Party propaganda in 1914. The so-called killing of "People's Party rebel party members" was already a suppression targeting Westernization.

From January 1915, the scale and intensity of militia recruitment in Zhejiang and Fujian greatly increased. Local militia groups in Guangdong were already large in number, so no massive expansion occurred there. In these times, trying to find a livelihood was quite difficult. Originally, militia groups relied on connections; if you weren't an acquaintance, they wouldn't recruit you at all. Even if you were an acquaintance, they might not necessarily recruit you. Militia groups ate rations; who would have that much money to support such a large group of people?

How could those militia groups in the countryside distinguish what the People's Party was? Because the People's Party's goods competed with foreign goods in Zhejiang, this group of people felt that anything Westernized was the People's Party. Plus, that group of Westernized people in the local areas did attempt to lead the new order in Zhejiang, and there were plenty of gentry and landlords dissatisfied with them. The slaughter fell directly on the heads of this group.

"Jealous of the worthy and capable," "stubborn and unchanging," "reactionary to the extreme"—the young people of the Western Zhejiang Branch slapped all sorts of labels on these conservative reactionary gentry in the local areas.

Li Shouxian regretted the comprehension ability of the Western Zhejiang Branch. These comrades very likely attributed the cruel acts to personal character, or so-called human nature. In short, they would think that countless "accidental" factors determined everything that happened, and very few would truly believe that this was the inevitable result of class struggle developing to a certain stage. Li Shouxian didn't want to criticize the young comrades for their lack of experience because of this. He himself had carefully studied Chen Ke's "predictions" regarding this matter before it happened, and after it happened, Li Shouxian forcibly studied it many times before he had to admit that everything that happened was inevitable. There were no accidents in class struggle.
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Chapter 75 April 12th (18)

"Secretary Li, why are you driving us away?" Ji Ye questioned Li Shouxian in a huff.

"No one is driving you away. We are just asking you to escort the masses from West Zhejiang to a safer place," Li Shouxian explained.

"Don't lie to me. Sending us to the border of Anhui and Jiangxi is clearly driving us away from the front line." After learning the skill of reading maps, Ji Ye discovered that many things did not need to be done personally; one could know the true face of many matters just by looking at a map.

Seeing that Ji Ye already had a relatively correct idea, Li Shouxian simply spoke the truth, "A battle is about to start. Leaving you in a place so close to West Zhejiang... I can't guarantee that you won't want to counterattack today or settle scores tomorrow. Moving you to the Jiangxi side is good for everyone."

Ji Ye never expected Li Shouxian to look down on them so much. A look of anxiety immediately appeared on her face. Li Shouxian raised his hand to stop Ji Ye's impulse to speak, "Don't explain, don't explain! In war, one must obey discipline. You can say that you are not afraid of death, but we still value your lives."

Even though Li Shouxian expressed sufficient goodwill, Ji Ye obviously did not appreciate it. After Li Shouxian finished speaking, Ji Ye said angrily, "You just don't trust us!"

Facing Ji Ye's anger and grievance, Li Shouxian was not moved at all. He said seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, you have also received education in the Party School and the Military Academy. Can we not say hurtful words like 'trust'? We are here to fight a war, and you are full of desire for revenge. Everyone holds two completely different starting points and attitudes. Can this work?"

"Seeking truth from facts" was the core concept of the People's Party. If it didn't involve herself, Ji Ye could manage to "discuss the matter on its own merits" to a certain extent. However, once it involved herself, even if she knew that what Li Shouxian said was completely correct, Ji Ye still could not accept the People's Party's arrangement. "We will just fight properly. Please do not drive us away."

How could Li Shouxian not see Ji Ye's mood? He could only treat it seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, I hope you can obey discipline. Strengthen discipline, and the revolution will be invincible. Comrade Ji Ye, this place is about to become a battlefield. Why has our People's Party always been able to win militarily? Because on the battlefield, we only want soldiers. Soldiers advance when told to advance and retreat when told to retreat. If we leave you here and send you to the battlefield, can you wholeheartedly engage in military work? I don't believe it. Whether it's your goal or your means, they are all for revenge, not just for completing combat missions. Sending people like you to the battlefield is irresponsible to you and irresponsible to the war. Moreover, if you want to prove that you are disciplined, then arranging for you to escort the masses to a safe place right now is also a revolutionary task."

In the People's Party, organizational construction and personnel arrangements were very different from other political forces. The People's Party considered issues from the perspective of whether the work could be completed. In order to complete the work better, personal emotions were taken into consideration. If personal emotions were harmful to completing the work, the People's Party would not hesitate to transfer these people away from these posts. "Trust" was an extremely serious topic in the People's Party. If a comrade could be recognized as "trustworthy," it meant that everything he said could be fulfilled. At the very least, such a comrade would absolutely not take his personal thoughts and will as the goal of doing things when working.

The comrades of the Guangfu Society's West Zhejiang Branch were undoubtedly far from the requirements of the People's Party.

Ji Ye had at least received systematic training in the Party School and the Cadre School, plus she had a lot of practical work experience. Even in the current emotional state, she finally maintained a certain degree of calm. In order not to be driven away, Ji Ye suppressed the dissatisfaction in her heart and said as seriously as possible, "We won't mention revenge!"

"You don't mention it with your mouths, but you are always thinking about it in your hearts. And since you think you are obedient to discipline, then the organization asks you to escort the West Zhejiang masses to retreat. Please obey the organization's arrangement." Li Shouxian's attitude was very firm.

"..., Secretary Li, the organization cannot be unreasonable!" Ji Ye was pissed off by Li Shouxian.

Li Shouxian replied calmly, "The organization is not a place to talk about personal feelings. The purpose of establishing an organization and improving the system is to do things. Why ask you to escort? I didn't ask you to escort the masses just to make things difficult for you. Because you are also comrades from West Zhejiang, the masses of West Zhejiang will definitely feel uneasy when they arrive in Anhui! With you acquaintances present, everyone will naturally feel at ease. Everyone can't just think of the interests of the masses first when shouting slogans, but let their own emotions dominate their actions in actual work. This is a manifestation of lack of organization and discipline."

Ji Ye didn't expect Li Shouxian to come up with such a "raising to the level of principle". Her wholehearted desire to fight turned out to be "lack of organization and discipline". Just as she wanted to continue to argue a few words, she heard Li Shouxian say seriously, "Comrade Ji Ye, I emphasize again, we are doing work, and our purpose is to complete the work. Whether to obey the organization's arrangement or insist on revenge, you go back and think this matter through before talking to me. I am very busy now, you go out first."

After "driving away" Ji Ye, Li Shouxian felt very tired. It was really better to have a fight with a sensible person than to say a word to a muddled person. Once the starting points were different, various contradictions were destined to arise in the process. What drove the West Zhejiang Branch was a kind of personal emotion, while what guided all the actions of the People's Party was the extremely rational scientific socialist program. Facing the continuously aggregated information about the massacre that was happening, Li Shouxian was first extremely angry, and then felt a kind of confusion. And what Li Shouxian felt now was a kind of sorrow.

Chen Ke, as always, had "predicted" the occurrence of this event before the massacre broke out. At the beginning of the massacre, he explained the true face of this massacre to the comrades of the People's Party. Li Shouxian could almost recite the document issued by Chen Ke in full.

"...Comrades, human thinking patterns must have a base point. Facing a strange environment, we all inevitably feel at a loss and uneasy. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a huge change in China, and the emergence of our People's Party is the biggest variable in this change. We have not only established a new system, but we have also made China inevitably see a brand new future and a brand new social structure. Since our People's Party is an alliance of laborers, anyone who relies on labor to settle down and get on with their life will feel rejoiced and feel that a bright universe has descended..."

"..., and those who think that owning land and capital is everything naturally cannot imagine what a world composed purely of laborers looks like. Considering these things according to their thinking of taking land acquisition as the highest goal, they naturally feel that the end of the world has come..."

"...At the moment when the world is undergoing earth-shaking changes, at the moment when those landlords and gentry feel that the end is coming, their first reaction is to restore the surrounding world to the track they are familiar with. But this world is material. Even the most idealistic guy will see the actual world when he opens his eyes. So these people are not crazy. They think that as long as they completely destroy the people and things that did not exist in the old world around them, the world will return to its old appearance, and the world will return to its previous track..."

"...I emphasize again, the world is constantly changing. Everything that happened in China is not because of the appearance of certain people and certain new things, but because of the complete change of the social system. It was these system changes that appeared first, and then new people and things appeared. This sequence relationship must absolutely not be mistaken..."

"...In this massacre, those butchers and all those facing the threat of massacre were shrouded in fear. They were all blinded by the things in front of them. These people either thought that crazy killing and crazy destruction of new things could stop historical progress, or they thought that some people had become bad people, and the world had changed. As the vanguard of Chinese laborers, our People's Party must see clearly this irreversible change in social structure, and bravely go up to lead this change..."

"...In such madness, only the laborers are not crazy. Why? Because those who seem to be crazy are all frightened, scared silly, and scared crazy by the things they imagined in their own minds. And the laborers work at sunrise and rest at sunset, eat, work, and sleep. They can absolutely not go crazy. This is why our People's Party can get so much support and so many victories. Because we ourselves are also laborers. Our People's Party is the vanguard of Chinese laborers. Through labor, we will gain more and build a beautiful future that we cannot even imagine in our most beautiful dreams. That is a height that has never been reached in Chinese history..."

"...Workers of all China, unite!"

Thinking back on everything that had happened, and thinking of Ji Ye who had fallen into the emotion of revenge, Li Shouxian could not help but feel sorrow. Chen Ke once said that hatred is a place where people who cannot concentrate escape when facing sadness. And revenge is to sharpen a sword rusted by blood into a pool of blood. Sadness is to completely immerse the blade body named "heart" in blood in order to heal the chipped edge of the soul. The more it is polished, the more the sword rusts, and because it rusts, it needs to be polished even more. In the end, all that remains is a pile of ground rust powder.

Li Shouxian really wanted to tell Ji Ye, even if the butchers' nine generations were implicated and killed without a single one left now, what was the point? Such killing only satisfied personal emotions, and couldn't even heal the pain brought by sadness. If this was done, what was the difference between Ji Ye and others and those landlords and gentry who killed crazily? They were all just trying to restore the former world, and then trying to wipe out all people and things that changed the world in the name of justice. As for changing a person who devoted himself to social transformation, his initial motivation might come from hatred and the passion for justice, but his final attitude should be beyond hatred and beyond justice. Justice is a social emotion, and the most fundamental spiritual power engaged in social transformation must be super-social and must come from some ultimate ideal.

The success of the People's Party was never because they understood hatred and sadness better, or understood revenge better than others, or even understood revolution and justice better than others. The People's Party just understood labor better than other political organizations in China. And just this small step was the chasm between the People's Party and other political forces.

Li Shouxian found that he could not explain this matter clearly to Ji Ye at all, which made him feel extremely regretful.
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Chapter 76 The Beginning of the End (1)

Faced with the massacre that erupted in early 1915, the People's Party never had an extreme reaction. From beginning to end, the People's Party only extended a helping hand to their "half-ally," the "Former Restoration Society West Zhejiang Branch." Cai Yuanpei had originally worried that the ambitious People's Party would contact the "rebel party" within the Restoration Society to seize Jiangsu and Zhejiang, so he insisted on carrying out a great purge of the Restoration Society before the People's Party could make a move, in order to put an end to internal turmoil. The People's Party held their troops and did not move, allowing the great purge "led" by Cai Yuanpei to be completed extremely smoothly.

If it weren't for the assassination of Zhu Rui sparking a series of over a dozen assassination attempts in Zhejiang—some successful, some failures—this great purge would have been a complete success. All figures in Zhejiang who advocated for land reform were either dead or had fled, and those who advocated for Westernization were also killed and scattered. The landlords and gentry regained power, and after the members of local assemblies were purged and slaughtered twice, the "Stability Faction" came into full power. In Cai Yuanpei's view, the entire province of Zhejiang had returned to the correct track. The human factors that could potentially trigger social change had been wiped clean. After this frantic slaughter, the British expressed their support, and the weapons and supplies that were promised were all delivered.

However, Cai Yuanpei felt a faint worry. The entire province of Zhejiang was too "calm," "calm" to the point of being lifeless. No one dared to discuss politics anymore; when mouths opened in the assembly, it was only about how to "thoroughly purge the rebel party." In Cai Yuanpei's view, the rebel party in Zhejiang had already been completely purged, and the urgent task now was to reorganize armaments and wage war against the People's Party. But the landlords and gentry simply didn't mention this matter. Tao Chengzhang, who had been assassinated, had once fiercely advocated for Zhejiang to stay out of the coming war to seek the preservation of the federal autonomy system. These gentry members had once opposed Tao Chengzhang, but after they came to power, their rhetoric became exactly the same as Tao Chengzhang's.

Cai Yuanpei very much agreed with Sun Yat-sen's views. In such a situation, he had no choice but to write a letter to Sun Yat-sen, hoping to receive some theoretical support from him. As a result, when the messenger returned, he brought news that Sun Yat-sen, who was currently serving as the Vice Minister of Railways and a Member of Parliament, had gone abroad to Japan for an "inspection."

"Why?" Cai Yuanpei did not understand why Sun Yat-sen would do this at such a critical juncture.

"The Guangdong assembly members used the Alliance Society's promotion of radicalism as an excuse to demand the Beiyang government kill Sun Yat-sen to apologize to the world. After all, the Equalization of Land Rights was proposed by Sun Yat-sen, and the landlords and gentry are extremely opposed to this. Mr. Sun Yat-sen had actually defended himself, saying his Equalization of Land Rights and the People's Party's land reform were two completely different things. Equalization of Land Rights respects the landlord's ownership of the land. But a large group of people simply wouldn't listen. Out of helplessness, Mr. Sun Yat-sen could only go to Japan to avoid the storm," the messenger explained.

However, there were some things the messenger did not dare to tell Cai Yuanpei directly. Yuan Shikai let Sun Yat-sen be this Member of Parliament and Vice Minister of Railways only to serve as a symbol, like buying the bones of a thousand-li horse to show he values talent. The fact that the leader of the Alliance Society, once the most revolutionary political party, had also surrendered to Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government held immense political significance. Adhering to the Beiyang government's consistent methods, Yuan Shikai specially approved 200,000 silver dollars for Sun Yat-sen to "conduct inspections on railway issues." This money was spent in less than a year. Sun Yat-sen then applied to Yuan Shikai for another 300,000 silver dollars.

During this nationwide "elimination of radicalism," a portion of the members of parliament demanded that Sun Yat-sen make his finances public, asking him to account for where this total of 500,000 silver dollars had gone. Sun Yat-sen could not explain his financial issues, and seeing that the recent situation was unfavorable, he simply used the excuse of an inspection to run to Japan to escape disaster.

Learning that Sun Yat-sen was not in the country, Cai Yuanpei was quite disappointed. He had carefully studied Sun Yat-sen's Three Principles of the People and was a supporter of Sun Yat-sen's thoughts. In Cai Yuanpei's view, implementing a new system to a certain extent was still necessary, and Sun Yat-sen was the only person in China at the moment who could confront the People's Party in terms of political system architecture.

"Mr. Sun is not in Beijing. How is the recent situation in Beijing?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"Beijing and Tianjin have almost turned into military camps; everyone is preparing for war," the messenger replied hurriedly. He knew of Cai Yuanpei's appreciation for Sun Yat-sen; if Cai Yuanpei insisted on asking about Sun Yat-sen's recent situation, the messenger really wouldn't know how to answer.

"When can the war start?" Cai Yuanpei asked. Although the Beiyang government, from top to bottom, had been shouting about going to war, it had always been about conscription and training, and there was no real movement up to now.

"That, I don't know," the messenger answered.

"I understand," Cai Yuanpei replied. He also knew that the messenger didn't go to Beijing to confirm this matter. There was plenty of discussion on the streets all over the country right now; if what they said were true, the war would have been fought dozens of times already. The messenger didn't come back to "peddle" the rumors heard along the way, which made Cai Yuanpei quite satisfied.

After the messenger left, Cai Yuanpei sat weakly in the empty room. He was not only thinking about when Beiyang would start the war, but he was also equally puzzled as to why the People's Party still had no movement up to now.

The People's Party certainly couldn't be without movement. In 1913, comrades believed that the War of Liberation would break out. In 1914, the People's Party continued to fight, and foreign countries also attempted to interfere in Chinese affairs; the People's Party internally believed the War of Liberation would break out. Chen Ke overruled all dissenting opinions, requiring the base areas to proceed step-by-step to complete conscription, training, and industrial and agricultural production work.

By 1915, Beiyang had entered a stage of large-scale military expansion and training. The comrades within the People's Party had enough experience in this regard. The Beiyang Army claimed to have 2 million troops; without more than a year of training and equipment, an army of this scale could not possibly possess universal combat effectiveness, especially the ability to coordinate in battle. According to intelligence collected and confirmed by the People's Party's intelligence department, the Beiyang Army's so-called command center didn't even have a full complement of operations staff officers, let alone the fact that the existing staff officers were basically clerks with absolutely no combat experience. Therefore, most comrades believed that the comprehensive War of Liberation would start in the second half of 1916.

Just like the previous few times, Chen Ke came out again to overrule the dissenting opinions. He believed that Beiyang's war would begin around August 1915. The comrades dared not disbelieve; they asked Chen Ke to provide clear reasons. By the end of April 1915, Chen Ke finally convened the People's Party National Representative Conference. At the meeting, Chen Ke finally explained this issue: "Beiyang is facing the problem of imported inflation. According to the summary of recent intelligence, imported inflation has already breached the threshold and entered a stage of full-blown outbreak."

"Input" (Imported) was a concept comrades built through specific things like blood transfusions and water infusions. "Inflation" was an economics term learned in class. Separately, everyone understood the two words. Connecting them together and adding a "nature" (suffix -ing/ive/driven), the comrades felt it was impossible to understand.

Chen Ke had no intention of letting the comrades guess. He explained, "The imported inflation Beiyang is encountering refers to a certain economy outside of Beiyang's economic system injecting a large amount of currency into the Beiyang economic system. At present, when the production capacity within the economic system has not been comprehensively improved, the volume of currency in circulation exceeds the volume of transactions, leading to inflation."

Such academic remarks still made the comrades feel it was difficult to understand. Lu Huitian was relatively flexible in this regard; he was the first to figure it out. "Chairman Chen means that the British gave Yuan Shikai a large amount of silver, and Yuan Shikai minted this silver into silver dollars and issued them in Beiyang. The British provided imported inflation to Beiyang."

Some comrades understood, but some still didn't quite understand. "This is real gold and silver, not recklessly printing paper money. How can it be called inflation?"

The People's Party implemented a fiat currency system, with paper money circulating internally. Regarding currency issuance, the People's Party was very worried about inflation issues. The Central Bank was extremely careful when issuing currency and had specially established a project audit department, which was the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission. If paper money didn't have state backing, it was waste paper, too hard even for wiping one's butt. But Beiyang's silver dollars were the real deal. In the concepts of some comrades, this stuff was extremely difficult to link with inflation.

"If it were just more silver dollars, it wouldn't be a problem," Chen Ke explained. "But a large amount of currency is not entering the circulation field evenly right now; instead, it is appearing with high concentration in a few specific sectors. The Beiyang Army can't drink the northwest wind; they have to eat. A large amount of currency is entering the grain purchasing system. Currently, we occupy the Huang-Huai Plain, which is a grain-producing area. Beiyang cannot feed these several million troops relying solely on Hebei and Shandong. And why did I say threshold? The common people also have to eat. If grain prices remain at a relatively high position for a period of time, the people will gradually sell the grain in their hands. Now Beiyang has no grain, and the people have no grain either. Everyone is holding their breath waiting for this year's summer harvest grain."

"This year's summer grain can't be spoken of as a bumper harvest, but it shouldn't be a problem, right?" The comrades from Henan were right next to Hebei and Shandong; they had more of a say regarding Beiyang's harvest this year.

"It is precisely because there is no problem that a problem will occur," Chen Ke replied.

This kind of stick-in-the-mud prophetic statement made the comrades feel very dissatisfied. Chen Ke was often like this in major matters; he always relied on principles he understood himself to infer the development of events. Only after the fact could the comrades understand why things proceeded that way. Before the event happened, no matter how everyone discussed it with Chen Ke, there was always a feeling that the lips of a donkey were not matching the mouth of a horse. So, dissatisfaction aside, the comrades of the People's Party confirmed two things. First was to plan future strategy according to Chairman Chen Ke's train of thought. Second was to earnestly observe and collect intelligence, so as to be able to summarize the issues at future seminars.

In the People's Party, whether one could keep up with Chen Ke's train of thought was a very serious issue. It wasn't that opinions differing from Chen Ke's would bring about any retaliatory strikes, but rather that those comrades who could understand Chen Ke's train of thought could all receive faster promotions. This was an issue that could not be ignored. Since everyone revered Chen Ke as the leader and as the mentor, how could there be a reason for students not to listen properly to the teacher's lecture?
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77. The Beginning of the End (2)

"Recruitment work has also met the target. This March, the last batch of 400,000 new recruits was successfully enlisted. Including the reserves, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now has a total of 3 million troops." After Chen Ke finished his prediction regarding Beiyang, Minister of Defense Hua Xiongmao began to recount the state of war preparations. "We have organized a total of 20 armies and 80 divisions. At full strength, this totals 2 million troops, with over 1.1 million field troops. The navy and air force total 50,000. Frontline troops number approximately 1.2 million. Railway Corps 400,000, Engineering Corps 600,000, and other reserve forces 800,000. The Military Commission's plan has been completed."

Over 60% of the Party delegates attending the Fourth Plenary Session had military experience, so the comrades had some concept of troop numbers. The total strength of the Beiyang Army was twice that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field troops, but this ratio was not enough to give the Beiyang Army an absolute advantage. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's base areas were linked together, and the war preparations over these years had not been in vain. In the base areas, 300,000 Railway Corps soldiers had been building railways like their lives depended on it, and all key strategic locations were now connected by train and shipping. Theoretically, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could transport an army of 100,000 troops along with their equipment from the northernmost north bank of the Yellow River to Hunan in about six days. Then, it would take another ten days for the troops to march to the coast of Guangxi. Or, in about the same amount of time, an army could move from Lianyungang on the shores of the East China Sea into Xi'an, Shaanxi. Traversing most of China from north to south or east to west in half a month—in the China of 1915, only the People's Party could accomplish this. With such mobility, and facing the Beiyang heavy troop groups divided into two major military regions, the numerical disadvantage was actually not obvious.

Having finished speaking about troop preparations, Hua Xiongmao began to discuss equipment. "Weapons and ammunition production and stockpiling have also been completed. For the War of Liberation, we have prepared 200 million rounds of ammunition. Spread across the Beiyang Army, that's about 100 rounds per person. The only issue is that our number of heavy artillery pieces is less than Beiyang's. Apart from 100mm caliber heavy guns, the number of mortars, 37mm guns, and 75mm guns in our forces exceeds that of the Beiyang Army. Utilizing the marching advantage from our troop training, the Beiyang Army's heavy artillery simply cannot catch up with our marches."

"Are we going to implement the tactic of 'strengthening the walls and clearing the fields' to lure the enemy in deep this time?" a Party delegate asked.

"Tactical luring of the enemy in deep is inevitable, but strategically, we will not retreat at all. We will fight on the border with Beiyang and annihilate the enemy's attacking forces," Hua Xiongmao answered.

"Why not adopt a strategy of striking first?" At this question, many delegates perked up.

"Chairman Chen has already explained very clearly that the Beiyang Army is facing a great many problems. Every day they delay fighting, the difficulty increases. If they drag it out until next year, the Beiyang Army will collapse on its own. A strategy of striking first certainly has its benefits, but looking at the overall picture, we have already grasped the strategic initiative. As time passes, our initiative will only grow. We can choose to start the war at any time; we can fight today, or we can fight tomorrow. But with each passing day, Beiyang's life gets a little harder, and their range of choices for starting the war will only get smaller. The more they want to prepare perfectly, the more they will find the situation developing in a direction even less favorable to them." Facing the current situation, Hua Xiongmao was very confident.

"Then according to our estimates, when exactly would it be most advantageous for the Beiyang Army to make their move?" a delegate couldn't help but ask. As soon as such an untimely remark was uttered, it immediately attracted quite a few glares. But the delegate didn't care about this; being able to question the Military Commission on such matters was in itself deeply satisfying.

Hua Xiongmao actually didn't care much about this. When the Military Commission discussed specific issues, they not only had to consider when it was advantageous for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to fight, but also discuss how the Beiyang Army could attack the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army effectively. If they couldn't know themselves and the enemy, and only blindly exaggerated their own advantages, it would be purely seeking their own death. So Hua Xiongmao answered frankly, "Their best opportunity was this March. But the Beiyang Army didn't seize that opportunity. Now it is already early May, and we will not give them any more chances."

While Hua Xiongmao was introducing military preparations to the Party Congress comrades in Wuhan, the Beiyang Army Ministry far away in Beijing was also conducting pre-war mobilization work. Wang Shizhen was a person who never complained; for a figure of his stature, he had long since thoroughly understood that complaining was useless. Yet at the Beiyang Army military conference, Wang Shizhen still couldn't help but say, "We have completely miscalculated this time. Originally, we thought Chen Ke would take the initiative to send troops to seize Zhejiang, but the People's Party has remained still. During the purge in Zhejiang and other places, it was chaotic, making it impossible to send troops. If we send troops now, the People's Party is waiting in full battle array, and I fear there is no opportunity to exploit."

The complaint on Wang Shizhen's lips was far less than the dissatisfaction in his heart. In fact, as early as the beginning of the year, Wang Shizhen had suggested attacking the People's Party's territory north of the Yellow River with elite troops in March, and taking the opportunity to cross the Yellow River and drive a wedge south of the river.

Even though Wang Shizhen was the Minister of the Army and theoretically could order anyone in the army to lead a charge, the subordinate warlords almost collectively opposed this military plan. In the past, Beiyang had been defeated repeatedly when facing the People's Party. Although the warlords commanding weak brigades were not particularly weighty figures, they all had self-knowledge; if these weak soldiers went to attack the People's Party, it would be purely sending them to their deaths. Didn't Duan Zhigui die in the end after being defeated in Henan?

The weighty figures were even less willing to court this disaster. Whether they could defeat the People's Party was already a difficult thing to say, and even if they won, it was destined to be a pyrrhic victory. Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had been greatly sapped of its vitality after a bloody battle with Japan. The Beiyang Army quickly replenished Wu Peifu's troops, but during the large-scale drills Wu Peifu conducted at the beginning of the year, officers from various units who went to observe privately couldn't help but shake their heads in secret. Judging by the performance in the drills, the standard of Wu Peifu's Fourth Army had plummeted.

This was even with the People's Party fully treating nearly two thousand surplus seriously wounded soldiers and sending this group back to Wu Peifu, considering that he had fought the Japanese and counted as an anti-Japanese hero. Among them, more than seven hundred wounded who healed relatively quickly rejoined the ranks, which was the only reason Wu Peifu could organize large-scale drills. Without the addition of so many veterans and officers, Wu Peifu probably wouldn't have been able to hold large-scale drills at all.

It was particularly ironic that this was the first time the Beiyang Army had seen its own force's recovery capability with their own eyes. In past battles, the People's Party's wars of annihilation simply didn't give the Beiyang Army a chance to recover. Watching a powerful army capable of fighting a bloody battle at Rizhao and expelling the Japanese army lose its combat effectiveness after just one battle—such a rapid transformation from strong to weak could not help but make the various warlords exceptionally "cautious."

But the one in the Beiyang Army who could truly call the shots was Yuan Shikai, and the reason Wang Shizhen gave Yuan Shikai was very "special." His strategic planning point was not Beiyang's strength, but targeting the People's Party's "weakness." Wang Shizhen's suggestion was simple: "From January to April every year, the People's Party has relatively less military training. Various units do their utmost to help the common people build water conservancy projects. At this time, their forces are most dispersed. If we can send troops, the People's Party will be forced to concentrate its strength, making it difficult to implement their actions of buying popular support throughout Henan. This would also be of great benefit for our future attack on Henan."

It couldn't be said that this idea was wrong; at any rate, Wang Shizhen had grasped the most traditional aspect of the People's Party. At all times, develop productive forces; at all times, be closely linked with the masses. However, Yuan Shikai's view was completely different. "Pinqing, our preparations are not perfect. Since the People's Party won't attack on their own initiative until April, we can instead fully prepare for war."

Wang Shizhen rarely argued with Yuan Shikai, but if they went by the standard of "everything is ready except the east wind," Beiyang was never perfectly prepared, while the People's Party seemed to always be able to respond calmly and with ease. While officers at all levels of the Beiyang Army were sweating buckets, punching and kicking to train their troops, the People's Party still had leisure time to help common people everywhere with farm work.

Yuan Shikai's hometown, the Xiangcheng area, belonged to the ancient Chenzhou region. Water transport was developed, and grain production was huge. It was just that centuries of bad governance by the Manchu Qing had caused this good place to gradually decline. The People's Party had occupied Henan for only three years, but after land reform, tens of thousands of troops were dispatched every year to engage in water conservancy infrastructure construction together with the local people. According to intelligence from Xiangcheng, all the land in Zhoukou had been transformed into irrigated land. Patches of level farmland were surrounded by river channels. When the spy spoke of Zhoukou's current state, he obviously had a dazzled look. He solemnly guaranteed that with Zhoukou's current state, there could absolutely be no famine.

"President, the People's Party has bought popular support to this extent; we cannot let them continue to work so comfortably." Wang Shizhen made a concluding statement.

The changes in Xiangcheng were a sore point for Yuan Shikai. He was still the President, yet he had lost his hometown. Through land reform, the People's Party had completely controlled the entire Henan in their hands. If not for various spies and reports, Yuan Shikai would never have imagined that there was such a method of annexation in the world. Being able to disrupt the People's Party's pace was certainly good, but Beiyang simply couldn't afford to lose right now. Yuan Shikai feared that any failure would cause the British to abandon their support for Beiyang. "International prestige" was no joke.

After pondering for a while, Yuan Shikai replied, "Pinqing, since Cai Yuanpei in the south is already preparing to purge the Party, and the People's Party has long coveted the south, if they send troops to Zhejiang, we could take the opportunity to move south."

Wang Shizhen was extremely disappointed with this tendency within Beiyang to wait for the right moment to act. After nominally unifying China, he didn't know when Beiyang's dashing spirit had been constantly worn away. Back in Shandong, when facing hundreds of thousands of rebelling peasant armies, the Beiyang Army dared to fight and struggle, wiping them out like autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. Now the People's Party's army was constantly expanding, and their recruits were all peasants, yet at this time, the Beiyang Army was becoming timid and overcautious.

It was just that Yuan Shikai didn't want to send troops, plus those warlords in the army were also thoroughly opposed to sending troops, so Wang Shizhen had no way to deal with so many people alone. Although extremely regretful, Wang Shizhen had to face reality.

After giving up the opportunity to attack the People's Party in March, the south did descend into chaos from April. The People's Party, sure enough, did not move at all, just as Wang Shizhen had predicted. According to the obtained "quotations" of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, Chen Ke always insisted on "you fight yours, I fight mine, I maintain the initiative" in military affairs. This time, Beiyang pinned its hopes on Chen Ke being tempted by temporary benefits and sending troops to the south, which now proved to be a huge mistake. After a bout of water conservancy construction at the beginning of the year, coupled with a good harvest year, the People's Party had a bumper harvest in sight and continued to be in a leading position in war preparedness.

Hearing Wang Shizhen's complaint, the various warlords attending the Army Ministry meeting didn't think much of it. Ninth Army Commander Cao Kun said loudly, "Duke Wang, as soon as this summer harvest is complete, we will go south to exterminate the rebel party."

"Is Commander Cao wanting to lead the vanguard?" Wu Peifu said coldly. Beiyang had 14 armies in the north, totaling 1.4 million troops. Wu Peifu and Cao Kun were both army commanders, so it was normal for them to rival each other. Moreover, Wu Peifu just couldn't stand Cao Kun's boasting style.

"Once we go south, if I am asked to lead the vanguard, I will naturally obey orders." Cao Kun changed his attitude of firmly opposing sending troops a few months ago. "With our more than one million men all going south, we can crush the People's Party to death just by piling on them."

Wang Shizhen was quite dissatisfied with this kind of boasting in his heart. He glanced at the people attending the meeting. Duan Qirui was now the Vice Minister of the Army Ministry, and once war started, he would be the commander-in-chief of the frontline. The rest—Wu Peifu, Cao Kun, Li Chun, Wang Zhanyuan, Tian Zhongyu, Zhang Huaizhi, Lu Yongxiang, Chen Guangyuan, Cai Chengxun, Zhao Yuke, Wang Huaiqing, Jiang Yanxing, Zhang Shaozeng, Lu Jin—these fourteen people commanded the 1.4 million true core troops of Beiyang in the north.

Looking at Cao Kun very seriously again, Wang Shizhen said, "Everyone, the military plan has been finalized. We must send troops this year no matter what, and we absolutely cannot send troops in winter. My intention is the sooner the better; it would be best to send troops in May. I wonder what suggestions you all have?"

Cao Kun never expected Wang Shizhen to want to send troops so soon; he had thought sending troops would be after August, which was why he had talked big. Seeing Wang Shizhen and the other officers all looking at him, Cao Kun subconsciously asked, "Does the President know about this plan?"

Duan Qirui swept a cold glance at Cao Kun. "Commander Cao, when fighting a war, you must listen to the orders of the Army Ministry. The President attends to ten thousand matters of state every day; how could he have time to deal with these details? Do you have to report and ask for instructions from the President for every single thing when you fight?"

Wu Peifu had been personally promoted by Duan Qirui. Hearing Duan Qirui reprimand Cao Kun, he wanted to sneer, but he restrained himself slightly, only turning his head away to give Cao Kun an arrogant profile.

Cao Kun knew he had accidentally shown weakness. At this point, he had no other choice. Cao Kun answered loudly, "Duke Wang, Duke Duan, for this battle, I, Cao Kun, am willing to be the vanguard!"

Seeing that Cao Kun was no longer talking nonsense, Wang Shizhen didn't want to pursue it too much. "There is a military plan for who leads the vanguard. But in our meeting today, what we need to discuss is when to send troops. My idea is very simple: no matter what, we must send troops in May."
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Chapter 78: The Beginning of the End (3)

"Pinqing, why must we deploy troops in May?" Yuan Shikai asked gently. Over the last year or so, due to overwork, Wang Shizhen's originally graying hair had turned completely white. Combined with the deep wrinkles on his face that looked like they were carved by a knife, he looked even more aged. Every time Yuan Shikai saw Wang Shizhen's white hair, he would think of his own rapidly graying hair. There were so many state affairs, and the war with the People's Party was imminent. Yuan Shikai was burning with anxiety and hadn't been able to sleep all night recently.

Wang Shizhen saw Yuan Shikai's hesitant look and was afraid he would say something like "let's wait and see." After a lot of debate and suppression in the Ministry of Army, and with Duan Qirui's help, they had finally agreed on the plan to deploy troops in May. In such a situation, even without Yuan Shikai objecting, as long as Yuan Shikai hesitated slightly, saying "let's study it more, let's prepare more," it would be good if they could deploy troops by September. If it dragged on until September, there would definitely be people hoping to deploy troops in 1916. So Wang Shizhen said firmly, "President, the later our army deploys, the more fully prepared the People's Party will be. Chen Ke is extremely insidious; we absolutely cannot let him strike first."

Yuan Shikai did not answer. He was silent for a long time before asking, "Pinqing, what do you think our chances of winning are?"

Hearing this question, Wang Shizhen didn't know if he should feel relieved or heavy-hearted. What Yuan Shikai voiced was actually the heartfelt thought of the entire Beiyang organization. Everyone wanted to win battles, not lose them. Everyone wanted to put themselves in an invincible position first, and then calmly destroy the enemy. This idea was originally beyond reproach, but where in the world are there such good things?

Wang Shizhen didn't want to say anything more about the People's Party being too crafty. He had heard such words countless times. Because of defeat, Wang Shizhen had once been captured and had seen Chen Ke. Judging by that young man's lack of decorum in speech, he was a hundred and eight thousand miles away from being crafty. If Chen Ke hadn't led a rebellion but had instead joined the Beiyang, the grass on his grave would be tall by now.

Facing such a young man, Beiyang was defeated again and again. Wang Shizhen discovered that it wasn't how strong Chen Ke actually was, but that the People's Party led by Chen Ke was like other forces that started from scratch: those with bare feet aren't afraid of those wearing shoes. They strike when they should, and they are absolutely not afraid of being scolded by others. Now the whole world is scolding the People's Party, but the saying "a thousand pointing fingers will make one die without an illness" doesn't work on the People's Party.

Beiyang's problem was caring too much about other people's evaluation, afraid of damaging their reputation, afraid of bad timing. Every time they fought against the People's Party, they chose a time when they could "advance or retreat" as a last resort, and then after being soundly beaten by the People's Party, they would shrink back. It was this mindset of worrying about gains and losses that allowed the People's Party to seize every opportunity to develop calmly.

"President, chances of winning are fought for. If we don't fight, we will never have a chance of winning. If we want to have victory in our grasp before we fight, then we might as well not fight at all." Wang Shizhen's words were already quite blunt.

"So Pinqing can also get angry at me." Yuan Shikai suddenly smiled.

Wang Shizhen was not moved by Yuan Shikai's words. "This is not getting angry; the arrow is on the string and has to be fired. President, you insist on asking me about the chances of winning. I think our chances are only fifty-fifty. If we drag it out until August, the chances of winning will be less than thirty percent. If we drag it out until the People's Party strikes first, we will have zero chance of winning."

"Then let's do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai answered calmly.

Wang Shizhen was prepared to argue strongly with Yuan Shikai, but he didn't expect Yuan Shikai to agree so easily, which surprised Wang Shizhen quite a bit.

Yuan Shikai didn't mean to speak in riddles. He said frankly, "Pinqing, Xu Shichang has already come to see me. The matter of military provisions is far more troublesome than we thought. Last year we bought a large amount of grain, but now we can't collect any grain at all from the localities. Grain prices have skyrocketed, and unscrupulous merchants are hoarding for profit. Now everyone from top to bottom is waiting for the summer harvest. Zhang Jian of the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Agriculture actually threatened me saying he wanted to resign, saying that even if the summer grain is harvested this year, there won't be any grain to buy. What others say isn't wrong either. If we don't deploy troops now, I'm afraid the grain will be used up after August. At most, we can fight for another two months. How can we defeat the People's Party in two months?"

Wang Shizhen had heard some rumors about grain, but last year Beiyang issued a large amount of silver dollars, changed the money tax to a grain tax, and took advantage of low grain prices to buy a batch of grain, so military provisions shouldn't be a problem. But he absolutely didn't expect things to have deteriorated to this extent. A look of fear rarely seen appeared on Wang Shizhen's face.

"Pinqing, if we don't deploy troops in May, we will lose the opportunity. I regret it quite a bit now. If only we had deployed troops in March as you said." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Then I will go back and prepare." Wang Shizhen wouldn't act like a whining child either; he answered with a firm tone.

Yuan Shikai stopped Wang Shizhen, however. "Pinqing, between Cao Kun and Wu Peifu, who do you think can be the vanguard?"

Wang Shizhen answered without even thinking, "Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu is resolute and decisive, and his military discipline is very strict."

"No, let's let Cao Kun be the vanguard. Wu Peifu can serve as a killer mace; it would be a pity to use him too early." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Since the President says so, I will listen to the President." Wang Shizhen replied. As long as the troop deployment in May could be confirmed, it didn't matter who was the vanguard. In fact, this vanguard was just a term. Jiang Yanxing, Zhang Shaozeng, and Lu Jin, the three people commanding the 7th Army, 8th Army, and 10th Army, were stationed on the long border line from Henan to Shandong. If war broke out, they would definitely bear the brunt of launching the offensive. The so-called vanguard was just the direction of the main attack.

Zheng Wenjie, the chief of the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office, soon received news that the Beiyang Army was about to move. In the past, he would have felt that he had grasped extremely confidential news. But the clerk the People's Party planted in the Army Ministry's Intelligence Office had completely dispelled Zheng Wenjie's self-righteous thoughts. This was just the People's Party spy that Zheng Wenjie knew about; Zheng Wenjie felt that everyone around him looked like a spy, not knowing how many unknown spies there were.

"Copy this document." Zheng Wenjie handed the document to the spy clerk with a very casual attitude. The clerk responded obediently and began to copy the document. Even seeing that one of the pages was Beiyang's military movement arrangement, he didn't show any surprised expression, but just used a very natural movement to put that page at the very end.

The People's Party soon received news of Beiyang. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was very appreciative of Beiyang's ability to make such a crisp decision. Deploying troops in May was still somewhat regrettable. If Beiyang could move troops a little later, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could help the common people finish harvesting the crops. This kind of work could bond the military and civilians, and secondly, it could more specifically obtain the harvest situation of the main grain-producing areas, which was killing many birds with one stone. But since Beiyang used their last strategic initiative to decide on war, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ordered the Henan Military Region to enter a state of war.

The enemy facing the Henan Military Region was the Beiyang 8th Army stationed in Handan. The corps commander was Zhang Shaozeng.

Zhang Shaozeng was from Dacheng, Zhili (now Dacheng County, Hebei Province), and lived in Tianjin. A student of the Tianjin Military Academy, he was selected by the Qing court and sent to the first class of the Japanese Army Academy's artillery department. After graduation, he ranked first, and "deeply associated" with his classmates Wu Luzhen and Lan Tianwei at the time, and was known as one of the "Three Heroes of the Shikan Academy". Later he served as the commander of the artillery regiment of the Beiyang 3rd Division.

In history, in the 31st year of the Guangxu reign of the Qing Dynasty (1905), Zhang Shaozeng served as the Chief Supervisor of the Training Department of the Zhili Training Office. In the second year of the Xuantong reign of the Qing Dynasty (1910), Zhang Shaozeng accompanied Beile Zaitao abroad to inspect the armies of Europe and America, and later served as the supervisor of the Army Noble School. The young nobles Zaitao and Zaixun were both his students. In the third year of the Xuantong reign of the Qing Dynasty (1911), he was transferred to the post of commander of the 20th Division, stationed on the line of Shenyang and Xinmin. When the Wuchang Revolutionary Army rose, he was ordered to enter the pass and stationed in Luanzhou. Zhang presented 12 articles to the Qing court, advocating constitutionalism and returning power to the people. In September of that year, the Qing court awarded him the title of Vice Minister, removed him from the post of commander, and appointed him as the Minister of Pacification. Zhang petitioned to be relieved of his duties and returned to Tianjin for medical treatment, which was quickly granted.

In 1912, Yuan Shikai appointed Zhang Shaozeng as the Minister of Pacification for the Yangtze River, running around for the peace talks between the North and the South. In that year, he served as the main minister of the Zhili Progressive Party. In 1913, he was transferred to the post of General of Suiyuan and Supervisor of Land Reclamation. At that time, Outer Mongolia rebelled and invaded the interior. Zhang Shaozeng commanded three armies to meet the enemy and repelled the rebel Mongol army, making great contributions to defending the motherland's borders and maintaining the motherland's unity. President Yuan Shikai commended his achievements and awarded him the rank of Army General, the third rank of nobility, and the First Class Order of the Striped Tiger. In April 1914, Zhang Shaozeng was transferred back to Beijing and was given the title of "General of Might".

In the summer of 1915, in response to Yuan Shikai's restoration of the monarchy, Zhang Shaozeng and Cai E privately discussed Yuan Shikai's conspiracy and organized forces to prepare for an uprising. When Cai E raised the banner of the National Protection Army in Yunnan, Zhang Shaozeng responded vigorously.

But in this timeline of Chen Ke, Zhang Shaozeng was captured in Anhui along with Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, and was later released. When organizing the new troops, he became the commander of the 8th Army with the support of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui.

When stationed in Handan, Zhang Shaozeng reorganized and trained the troops with remarkable results. However, hearing that Cao Kun might be the vanguard this time, and attack Henan together with Zhang Shaozeng, Zhang Shaozeng did not show any intention of sincere cooperation. He simply suggested directly to Wang Shizhen to let Wu Peifu be the vanguard.

Wang Shizhen knew that Zhang Shaozeng didn't like Cao Kun. In fact, people in Duan Qirui's faction didn't like Cao Kun. This wasn't entirely because of Cao Kun's so-called "big cannon" personality. It was because Cao Kun was the one among the Beiyang generals who most directly advocated supporting Yuan Shikai to proclaim himself emperor.

Yuan Shikai's desire to proclaim himself emperor this time was known to everyone. Wang Shizhen himself didn't care about fame and fortune and had no interest in this matter. But Cao Kun acted as a trumpeter, declaring everywhere that as long as the People's Party was wiped out this time, they must support Yuan Shikai to become emperor. What's more, every time Cao Kun met Yuan Shikai, he would refer to himself as "your subject". This made those who actually opposed Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor very dissatisfied.
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Cao Kun already knew that whether he could lead the vanguard was a flashpoint of internal debate within the Beiyang clique. But no matter how much they argued, it was only a matter of leaving a few days early or late. Although he had already married his fourth concubine—a female student from a girls' school, following the trend of other big Beiyang warlords—who was pure and literate, she was far behind in serving people. So before setting out, Cao Kun didn't stay at home, but went with a group of his officers to the Eight Great Hutongs to drink flower wine. Professionals were different; the women coquettishly leaned into the arms of Cao Kun and other officers, flirting and bantering, feeling much happier than at home.

Beside him, an officer's face was flushed with drink. His hand reached into the wide-open lapel of the woman next to him to knead and pinch. The woman let the officer do as he pleased, giggling as she raised her cup to feed him wine. The officer didn't look relaxed at all; he had a tragic look of one going to his death. He pulled his hand out of the woman's lapel, took the wine cup, drained it in one gulp, pushed the woman away, and shouted loudly to Cao Kun: "Commander, this time in battle, your subordinate will fight to the death! Death is death! We absolutely won't let Wu Peifu look down on us!"

"Good!" A circle of officers around them cheered together.

Someone filled the officer's cup, and others began to express their stance to Cao Kun under the influence of alcohol, "Commander, your subordinate will absolutely not lose face for our Ninth Army. We will fight the rebel party to the bitter end!"

Hearing these words from his subordinates, Cao Kun was moved. He stood up with his wine cup, "Brothers, you have been good brothers following me for so many years. We shouldn't say unlucky words before fighting, but being able to sit here and drink together means we are loyal friends. If any brother has a mishap on the battlefield, his family is my, Cao Kun's, family. I will ensure they are provided for in life and death! Come, come, come, drink this cup!"

The officers stood up one after another. Some clever ones had already pushed away the women beside them. Some who had been promoted recently and hadn't participated in such happy banquets before, held onto the girls in their arms and wouldn't let go. Seeing others standing up, they released the girls and stood up a bit slower. This delay met with complaining and dissatisfied looks from their colleagues. Cao Kun turned a blind eye to this completely. After everyone stood up, he took the lead in draining his wine. After drinking, Cao Kun laughed: "We have booked this half of the floor. Everyone must enjoy themselves to the fullest! Before the battle, I, Cao Kun, cannot let everyone be unhappy. Brothers, eat, drink, and play!"

Beiyang officers liked good omens before fighting. After setting out, they would face a future of licking blood from blade points and uncertainty of life and death. Cao Kun's words shouldn't have had hints about death, but these officers didn't feel unhappy because of it. After all, they were facing the People's Party. Even Duan Zhigui had died on the battlefield; death was no longer a vague imagination but a real possibility. Cao Kun's straightforward declaration gave people a feeling of honesty and reliability.

For normal people, really, except for death, there are no major issues. Since they had the realization of dying in battle before the war, indulging in pleasure was the most instinctive thought. Cao Kun wanted everyone to eat, drink, and play to their heart's content, so everyone sat down and indulged. If it were in the past, even if Beiyang military discipline wasn't good, a general of Cao Kun's rank wouldn't dare to gather crowds and mess around like this. But right now, they were about to go to war immediately, so everyone lost their scruples and just played freely.

Cao Kun didn't lie; he had booked this half of the floor. After drinking with the officers in this room, Cao Kun went to other rooms to continue drinking and talking with everyone. Morale boosting work was really physically demanding.

There were quite a few soldiers who held the same idea as Cao Kun and the others. There were guards standing at the entrances of brothels everywhere in the Eight Great Hutongs. Seeing guests not wearing military uniforms, they immediately chased them away. Even those wearing military uniforms would be asked "which unit" they were from. The sounds of singing and dancing inside the walls could be faintly heard. From the outside, it looked like the Eight Great Hutongs had turned into a military camp.

Once high on drink, men loved to look for trouble, let alone these Beiyang soldiers who were about to fight. Among Cao Kun's subordinates, someone first drank too much, went to the toilet, and came back to the wrong door, crashing headlong into another room. Inside the room, several women were already topless, but they were wearing Beiyang military caps on their heads, looking quite nondescript. The officer looked at a group of strangers, men and women, with drunken eyes, trying to identify them. After identifying for a while and realizing he didn't recognize anyone, man or woman, and thinking that Cao Kun said "we booked this floor", this officer loudly questioned: "Who are you people? What are you doing running into our room?"

The people in the room were playing happily. Suddenly someone rushed in from outside and sized everyone up with a gaze like interrogating a thief. This was disappointing enough. And the person who came in from outside didn't think he went to the wrong door, but instead questioned who the people in the room were. The Beiyang officers inside naturally wouldn't explain humbly to such unwarranted questioning. Someone couldn't help but shout: "Where are you from? Don't know your way?"

Being said to not know the way, the intruder immediately flew into a rage. He shouted: "What did you say?"

"Said you don't know the way, and you really don't know the way!" The officers inside the room had also drunk a lot. Although they weren't Cao Kun's subordinates, their tragic mood before going to the battlefield was the same. Seeing someone looking for trouble, and adding that they hadn't done anything wrong, the officers stood up one after another, pointing at the intruder and cursing.

Just then, other officers sharing the room with the outsider also returned from the toilet. Hearing someone quarreling, they immediately came to watch the excitement. Both groups were very emotional. Playing with women only relieved part of the emotion, but the fear of death was not eliminated. Because of embracing charming women and feeling the stimulation brought by life, the feeling of death was reinforced instead. Since someone rushed in to look for trouble, this cavity of hostility turned into evil fire and spewed out.

Thus, cursing turned into pointing noses and scolding, scolding turned into stepping forward and shoving, and shoving turned into exchanging fists and kicks. Cao Kun's subordinates were few in number and were at a disadvantage in a blink of an eye. Not all of Cao Kun's subordinates were drunk and dizzy like the first one. A clever one stopped resisting, escaped from the storm of fists and kicks, ran out of the room, pushed open the door of the nearest room in the half-floor booked by Cao Kun, and shouted loudly, "Our people are being beaten, go help quickly!" Seeing the stunned expressions of a roomful of people, he shouted again, "What are you standing there for, go help quickly!" After shouting, this guy rushed to the next room to continue calling for help in the fight.

The thing Beiyang army lacked least was guys who feared the world wouldn't be chaotic. Immediately someone followed and rushed out. Amidst the screams of women, they indeed saw someone beaten out of the room and falling in the corridor. Looking closely, it was indeed Cao Kun's subordinate. And several other stranger Beiyang officers had already rushed out to continue punching and kicking this person. Encountering this situation, there was no need to say anything more. Cao Kun's subordinates howled and shouted, rushing towards the perpetrating stranger Beiyang officers. The situation in terms of numbers immediately reversed between the two sides. In a blink of an eye, Cao Kun's side beat the opponents back into the room.

After rushing into the room, Cao Kun's subordinates saw that inside the room, those stranger Beiyang officers were surrounding and beating several guys who had fallen to the ground. Additionally, at the far end of the table, a stranger officer was watching the excitement with keen interest. He laughed heartily while forcefully kneading the chest of the woman beside him. This woman was topless and wore a Beiyang military cap on her head. Although she wanted to force a smile, her chest was grabbed very tightly, and the expression on her face was extremely ugly.

Some of Cao Kun's subordinates immediately went to save their comrades. One was extremely dissatisfied with this laughing stranger officer. He stepped forward in a stride, lifted his leg, and kicked towards that stranger officer. The stranger officer was also extremely agile. He pulled the woman beside him over, blocking in front of him like a shield. The woman's reaction was still quick; even in this sudden situation, she raised her arms to block. But arms couldn't twist thighs; blocking with all her might only slowed down the force of the flying kick. Her chest and abdomen still took a solid hit. The woman's face immediately twisted. Because she was firmly propped up by the officer behind like a shield, the woman stood fixed on the spot as if struck by lightning. The one who made the move didn't expect such a change and was also stunned on the spot. But he saw the woman roll her eyes, her bare upper body convulsed a few times, and then she opened her small mouth and sprayed out the wine and food she had just eaten like a water column. It sprayed right onto the face of the Beiyang officer who had accidentally kicked the woman.

The officer behind saw this scene, and seeing the sprayed officer's face full of filth, scrambling to wipe his eyes, he immediately threw the woman aside, ignoring her body twitching rigidly. The officer grabbed a stool and joined the battle group.

Cao Kun could never have imagined that things would develop into this. Just now, his subordinates were drinking and having fun in harmony, and in a blink of an eye, these people started brawling like mad dogs. Cao Kun had a bold personality and was also a famous "muddle-head" in Beiyang. In his youth, he mixed in Taku, nicknamed "Cao the Third Fool". But after all, he became a soldier at 20, plus Yuan Shikai's military discipline was harsh, so he could still observe discipline. The brothel Cao Kun booked in the Eight Great Hutongs this time was a two-story building with a traditional "Hui" character structure. In the center of the house was a hall going straight up and down. There were two staircases leading to the second floor on the left and right. The second floor had a circle of railings facing inward. Cao Kun watched dumbfounded as four people grabbed an unlucky guy who had been beaten immobile and threw him from the second floor into the hall inside. There were also wine tables in the hall. That unlucky guy fell straight onto a table, smashing cups, plates, bowls, and chopsticks, sending them splashing everywhere.

Fortunately, the people below had already seen the fight above and all stood up to watch. Seeing a person flying over, everyone started to dodge, and finally, no more people were injured. Seeing their feast smashed to pieces, the soldiers below cursed while grabbing plates, bowls, and chopsticks to throw up to the second floor. Some with fierce tempers simply picked up benches and rushed up the stairs.

As the scope of the brawl continued to expand, more people kept joining the battle group. A moment later, a fight also started on the first floor. Soon, the people on the first floor fought from inside the hall into the courtyard. Then noise was heard in the courtyard, and the fight went out onto the street.

"This bunch of bandits!" Cao Kun cursed in his heart. In the era of the Beiyang Six Towns, conscription recruited sons of good families. Now during the great expansion of the Beiyang army, where were so many sons of good families to join the army? So Beiyang recruited bandits and hooligans from everywhere, offering amnesty to some and forcefully grabbing others. Generally speaking, get enough people first. Among those who made a move, there was not a single middle or high-ranking Beiyang officer; they were all middle and low-ranking new officers exposing their original hooligan nature.

"Commander, what should we do?" The division commander of the Ninth Army asked anxiously from the side.

"What to do? Call up everyone of our own that we can call, and leave quickly." Cao Kun didn't even have the strength to be angry.

"This..." The division commander felt unconvinced.

"Look, there are people from the Third and Fourth Armies in there. Who are you going to reason with?" Saying this, Cao Kun laughed out of anger.

The division commander looked and indeed saw acquaintances from three or four armies already starting to gather their own people respectively. A hundred or so people were actually divided into seven or eight groups, large and small. With middle and high-ranking officers holding the line, the momentary chaotic situation finally improved.

"Don't just stand there, hurry up!" Cao Kun ordered. Letting officers go out to rectify order, Cao Kun called his personal guards in again, whispered a few instructions, and the guards left with the orders.

The commanders of various units all began to make efforts. Twenty minutes later, the situation was finally temporarily brought under control. The various groups of troops finally gathered in their own piles. Many people had bruised noses and swollen faces, covered in bloodstains. Some were beaten so they walked with a limp. Those who were beaten immobile were also carried aside for treatment. The tables in the hall had long been completely overturned. Cups, plates, bowls, and chopsticks, plus various wine and dishes, were all over the floor. The various aromas of wine and dishes filling the room mixed together, making the smell disgusting instead. As for that unlucky guy who was thrown down from the second floor, when he smashed onto the table, his face happened to land right in a bowl of pork with preserved vegetables. Thick brown sauce covered his face, almost suffocating him. But everyone couldn't see clearly which unit this person was from for a while. After some wiping, they recognized he was a battalion commander of the Fifth Army.

In this chaotic battle, everyone had made a move, and in the mutual chaotic fighting, there were conflicts between almost every unit. This bunch of people glared at each other like fighting cocks, but didn't know who to look for to continue fighting first.

Just then, three or four soldiers suddenly rushed in from outside. They shouted in panic: "The inspectors and police are about to arrive, everyone leave quickly."

Even if military discipline wasn't strictly enforced before the war, Beiyang's military discipline wasn't completely a decoration. Every unit had many examples of people beheaded for violating military discipline recently. These officers' faces all changed color, only hindered by face they didn't dare... Hearing this, Cao Kun shouted to his subordinates: "Is everyone waiting to be caught by the inspectors and get military batons?"

After speaking, Cao Kun took the lead and walked out. With the army commander taking the lead, the people of the Ninth Army carried the heavily wounded and supported the lightly wounded, and began to move. The Ninth Army had many people and great power, so no one dared to block them. With Cao Kun leading the Ninth Army taking the lead, plus everyone was afraid of the inspectors, they began to retreat one after another.

The procuress and male servants of the brothel saw the shop smashed like this. Although they wanted to block, how could these officers be blocked by these people? The various units acted collectively. They pushed over the guys blocking the way and all ran away cleanly.

This sudden incident affected seven or eight venues, seriously injuring five or six, and lightly injured were not counted at all. When Yuan Shikai heard this news, he was furious and strictly ordered all units to rectify military discipline. As the Minister of the Army, Wang Shizhen couldn't refuse such a request either. The result was that the Beiyang Army's plan to send troops originally scheduled for May was forcibly postponed by half a month. Cao Kun's unit, as the chief culprit, was severely rectified. The task of leading the vanguard was given to Wu Peifu.

By June 1, 1915, the Beiyang Army, with Wu Peifu of the Fourth Army and Zhang Shaozeng of the Eighth Army, finally converged. Duan Qirui was the frontline commander-in-chief, personally commanding these two units to launch an attack south against the People's Party.
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Chapter 80: The Beginning of the End (5)

Duan Qirui, Commander of the Henan War Zone, felt that his subordinates had been very respectful lately. Perhaps the brawl incident had released the pre-war hostility of the Beiyang officers, or perhaps it was because Yuan Shikai had personally ordered the officers involved in the brawl to be arrested and publicly flogged. After such a rectification, no one dared to be prickly anymore. However, Duan Qirui would never be satisfied with just this little change. If he were such a shallow person, he would have died dozens of times in the Beiyang clique already.

In the Henan Military Region Headquarters in Handan, Duan Qirui looked at the map leisurely. Beside him, several officers stood straight. It had been more than two hours since the briefing began, and the officers had been standing straight the whole time. Now, their legs were sore and their muscles were stiff. coupled with the heat, these people were covered in sweat. However, they focused their attention on Duan Qirui and the two corps commanders beside him, Zhang Shaozeng and Wu Peifu. Especially on Commander-in-Chief Duan Qirui's extremely gloomy face. Since May, Duan Qirui had punished more than a dozen officers, which was enough to establish his authority.

After looking at the map for a while, Duan Qirui finally turned his head back. He wasn't pretending to be angry to try to establish personal prestige. With Duan Qirui's seniority, status, and ability in Beiyang, he didn't need to do anything deliberately. What made Duan Qirui angry was that it was already June 9th, and the Beiyang Army still hadn't figured out the People's Party's military deployment. Just like the war in Anhui a few years ago, the People's Party's reconnaissance troops strangled the Beiyang Army's reconnaissance troops fiercely. Half a month had passed, and the Beiyang Army's scouts, including cavalry and infantry, had lost more than 500 men whose bodies could be found, and more than 2,000 were missing, presumed dead. Facing such a group of useless subordinates, Duan Qirui was already being extremely polite by just making them stand for two hours.

If he were fighting against others, Duan Qirui might dare to send light troops straight in to attack the enemy's important strongholds. But the opponent was the People's Party, and Duan Qirui himself had once been completely wiped out a few years ago because he advanced lightly without regard for intelligence. And last year, the Japanese also proved with the lives of a division what would happen if one advanced desperately in the People's Party's territory. Duan Qirui found it very puzzling how the People's Party could manage their territory like an iron bucket, impenetrable to needles and water.

Duan Qirui was considering if there were any good methods when he saw one of the reconnaissance officers in front of him stumble because he couldn't stand steadily. Although that person quickly stood properly again, because he was holding his breath and concentrating, the officer's face turned a bit purple. His legs had already started to go numb, and his whole body swayed slightly like a stiff wooden pole. Compared to this officer, the others weren't much better.

Seeing that the purpose of the punishment had almost been achieved, Duan Qirui said coldly, "You all sit down first."

The officers felt as if they had been granted a great pardon. While thanking him repeatedly, they hurriedly pulled over stools and sat down. However, having stood for too long, as soon as they sat on the stools, they immediately felt needle-like pain in their legs. No matter what, these people didn't dare to cry out. They all kept their faces taut, trying hard to swallow all the sounds into their stomachs.

"You have dealt with the People's Party so much, yet you still haven't figured out exactly how many scouts the People's Party has?" Duan Qirui wanted to figure this out the most right now. In terms of reconnaissance, the People's Party adopted a tit-for-tat approach. Once the Beiyang Army's spies entered the neutral zone tacitly agreed upon by both armies, the People's Party would send troops to strangle the Beiyang spies. But the People's Party happened to be very restrained. As long as the Beiyang Army ran back to the Beiyang Army's controlled area, the People's Party never pursued them deeply. The Beiyang Army set up ambushes many times, but the ambushers didn't even catch a single captive from the People's Party.

The officers looked at each other in dismay. This kind of thing was not something to be spoken of recklessly. There was a lesson from the past not long ago. Someone reported to Duan Qirui that they had confirmed a troop stationing point of the People's Party without investigating clearly. As a result, after a large group of Beiyang troops raided that place, they didn't even find a bird's feather. Duan Qirui directly executed that guy for the crime of falsely reporting military intelligence. That guy's head was still hanging at the gate of the military camp. When it concerned their own lives, no one dared to take the risk personally.

However, it wouldn't do to just tough it out and not speak. Just now, everyone spoke vaguely in a circle, which annoyed Duan Qirui, leading to the matter of everyone standing for more than two hours. The one who stumbled and almost fell just now spoke first because he was afraid in his heart, "Commander, the People's Party's reconnaissance mainly relies on airplanes. They patrol regularly every day, and there are at least dozens of mobile and fixed sentry posts. My subordinates suffered the most losses. Carefully inferring, there are at least two or three thousand People's Party scouts opposite the area I am responsible for."

"Two or three thousand?" Duan Qirui felt that this was simply nonsense. He asked coldly, "Have you confirmed that the People's Party has indeed sent out so many troops?"

Seeing that Duan Qirui was already getting angry, that officer couldn't help but shiver. He hurriedly explained, "Commander, every time it's the summer harvest, the People's Party sends troops to harvest with the common people. It's about to be the summer harvest here in Henan, I'm afraid they are participating in the harvest just like in previous years..."

There were definitely quite a few people echoing Duan Qirui. Someone had already started to speak, "This is impossible. It's about to be a war, yet they still send troops to harvest. If the People's Party troops went to harvest, then who is fighting us?"

"The People's Party doesn't have three heads and six arms. Even if they have airplanes in the sky, they still need this many people to fight. I also tried advancing on multiple routes, but the result was that every route encountered the enemy. If there weren't two or three thousand people, it would be absolutely impossible to have this effect."

Duan Qirui watched his subordinates argue, and he was also calculating in his heart. The officer who spoke just now was responsible for a reconnaissance width of about 20 li. If the People's Party put two or three thousand scouts on such a front, the entire area where the People's Party bordered Beiyang was more than six hundred li. Then the People's Party would need to deploy nearly a hundred thousand people in this vast area. Using so many troops as scouts, it would be more cost-effective to just launch an attack directly.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui really wanted to make that guy who was spouting nonsense continue to stand as punishment. However, he just thought about it. Blindly punishing subordinates would only make them alienated. Moreover, there were indeed abnormalities in what the People's Party displayed. Such a strict blockade level really required tens of thousands of troops to achieve.

"Have no spies come back to report recently?" Duan Qirui changed the subject.

"Didn't see anyone coming over from the People's Party's side," the officers expressed one after another.

Duan Qirui fell silent again. Even if war broke out, even if there was a strong blockade, it was impossible to completely block passage in such a vast area. If the common people really had urgent matters to go north, this area of Hebei couldn't stop them at all. Yet in the recent month, surprisingly no one had come to Handan. This was inevitably too strange.

"Intensify reconnaissance." Duan Qirui finally gave a basically meaningless order.

Those officers responsible for reconnaissance left the meeting room as if granted a great pardon. Only then did Duan Qirui ask Zhang Shaozeng and Wu Peifu, who had not spoken from the beginning, "What do you think?"

"Commander, I think the People's Party doing this is a preparation for an attack," Zhang Shaozeng replied. "Given the People's Party's style of doing things, they are not quite willing to deceive the enemy. If it weren't for an attack, they wouldn't need to make such a big fuss at all."

Regarding someone saying just now that the People's Party sent so many people to cover the harvest, Zhang Shaozeng didn't believe it at all. In fact, if it weren't for the irrefutable evidence, Zhang Shaozeng wouldn't believe the matter of People's Party troops helping the masses harvest grain either.

Duan Qirui was noncommittal about this. He asked Wu Peifu, "What do you think?"

"Commander, I caught two Japanese spies in the army yesterday," Wu Peifu replied.

Duan Qirui completely didn't expect Wu Peifu to actually bring up such an issue. Everyone knew that Wu Peifu had just finished fighting with the Japanese less than half a year ago, and his attitude towards the Japanese was extremely hostile.

"What is this about?" Since Wu Peifu said this matter so openly, Duan Qirui didn't want to treat it lightly either.

"The Japanese are very concerned about our battle this time, but I don't know what exactly they want to do by being so diligent," Wu Peifu himself also felt very uncomprehending.

"How were those two spies dealt with?" Duan Qirui asked.

"Still beating them. These two people aren't honest, have to beat them a while longer." Wu Peifu tried to speak lightly, but the pleasure in his tone was too obvious.

Duan Qirui knew that this torture wouldn't end simply, but these weren't major issues. He had already made a decision in his heart at this time, "There is no need to worry about what the Japanese are thinking. They definitely want to sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight. As long as we can eliminate the People's Party, they will choose to support us. I think what Commander Zhang said makes sense. The People's Party doing this is presumably preparing to attack. You guys hurry up and make preparations."

At this time in Tokyo, several Japanese were discussing China's recent movements. Someone asked, "Why doesn't Beiyang, as the attacking side, launch an attack?"

This question was very interesting and also quite vicious, but the participant said viciously, "Perhaps they feel that making preparations to start fighting with troops is already an attack, right?"

If there weren't a few people with malicious intent from the bottom of their hearts, the latter sentence should have triggered a burst of laughter.

"Originally, I thought the Chinese could implement a campaign with millions of participants. Later, I thought Beiyang had the ability to implement a campaign on the scale of 200,000 people. Looking at Duan Qirui's performance, I finally know I was wrong," the guy in the lead finally said with a smile.

"But our intelligence personnel have never been able to obtain Beiyang's military plan."

"Whether Beiyang has this military plan is still an uncertain matter."

"Does the People's Party have a comprehensive military plan? Several of our people were recently discovered by Beiyang. However, all the people we sent to the People's Party's side were caught."
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Chapter 81 The Beginning of the End (6)

In the living room of Katsura Taro's residence in Tokyo, a meeting of the key generals of the Army Ministry was underway. Katsura Taro had even hung a large map of China in the room. The red territory of the People's Party and the blue territory of the Beiyang government were marked very conspicuously.

The attendees included Katsura Taro, the Minister of the Army, and many representatives who held real power in the military. Commanders and Chiefs of Staff of the First-class Divisions (Type A), as well as representatives from other divisions, were all present. Except for Katsura Taro, who wore a kimono, all other attendees were dressed in the black uniforms of the Imperial Japanese Army.

In peacetime, it was the Navy's warships that could display Japan's national power. Currently, the Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet was pro-Navy. Japan's current policy was not to intervene in the Chinese Civil War but to focus on making a fortune through the opportunity provided by the European War. The Army's request to expand by two divisions naturally could not be passed, and the entire Army Ministry stood in the position of the "opposition party." However, the struggle between the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry had a long history, with each taking turns in power. No matter how much the Army Ministry cursed verbally, they could still accept the current political reality in their hearts. The purpose of Katsura Taro calling this meeting was to study the situation in China and prepare for the Army faction to regain power in the future.

The Army Ministry had relatively more intelligence on the Beiyang regime and knew quite a bit about Beiyang's strategic arrangements. purely in terms of numbers, the scale of the Chinese Civil War in 1915 was second only to the European War. And the battlefront was perhaps even longer than that of the European War. The Japanese Army Ministry had suffered losses in the Qingdao Campaign and the Rizhao Campaign. They had inwardly thought that both sides of the Chinese Civil War would put on a surprising performance. Facts proved that both sides in the Chinese Civil War had indeed surprised Japan.

"The Beiyang side has absolutely no decent strategy to speak of. It's a waste that they conscripted two million troops." As a disciple of Yamagata Aritomo, Katsura Taro held a contemptuous surprise toward Beiyang's performance.

"Beiyang could have implemented a pincer attack on the People's Party, but there has been no movement up to now. Although the land routes have been thoroughly cut off by the People's Party, the People's Party has no navy, so Beiyang can still effectively command its troops." Chief of the Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Hasegawa Yoshimichi held a similarly contemptuous attitude toward Beiyang. Controlling a million-strong army but hesitating to advance when facing the enemy—this was a major taboo in military strategy.

"Intelligence on the People's Party is indeed unclear; it's not without reason that Beiyang is unwilling to advance rashly." Vice Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku had his own views. "Up to now, the internal mobilization situation of the People's Party remains unclear, and every time they have fought, they have won. The Beiyang Army doing this is also out of helplessness."

In the Qingdao Campaign, both the Japanese Army and Navy had suffered. The Japanese Navy had to engage in an artillery duel with the People's Party; damage to ships was within expectations. However, the Army lost the Kyushu Division, a loss that absolutely could not be ignored. This was also one of the important reasons for the collapse of the Katsura Taro cabinet. At the mention of this, the expressions of the Army generals turned ugly. Although it could be said that the Japanese Army was careless, the fact that a division was annihilated in a single day was still beyond the imagination of this group of Japanese Army men.

Katsura Taro naturally could not let these people from the Army Ministry remain depressed. He spoke in a clear, loud voice: "If things develop according to the current situation, who do you gentlemen think has the greater chance of winning?"

This group from the Army Ministry actually did not look favorably upon the Beiyang Army, but they all knew in their hearts that if the People's Party were to hold power in China, Japan would have to face a thorny enemy. This would by no means be a blessing for Japan.

"If Beiyang can utilize its advantages, it is still possible to defeat the People's Party," Hasegawa Yoshimichi answered in the manner Japanese people were most skilled at. Such an implicit statement meant he did not look favorably upon Beiyang.

"What exactly are the People's Party's deployments? We actually can't find out any news at all," the Section Chief of the China Section (Section 7) answered with difficulty. He actually hadn't wanted to speak, but the bigwigs in the Army had already pressed him many times, so he simply stated it upfront to save himself the trouble of being questioned later.

Receiving such a result, the Army faction people did not press too excessively. After all, any ideals these people had required them to first regain political power in Japan. After the political tossing and turning of these past few years, the entire Japanese economic situation had become very poor. Takahashi Korekiyo was a great hero in solving Japan's economic problems during the Russo-Japanese War. The reason he could be elected Prime Minister under such terrible economic conditions was that everyone hoped Takahashi Korekiyo could solve Japan's current problems.

Katsura Taro naturally knew the thoughts of the attendees. He gave a cold laugh. "Gentlemen, no one wants to participate in war. I can understand your desire for peace. I just want to give an example. According to the intelligence we have obtained, when the People's Party seized the Hanyang Iron Works in 1908, the steel output was no more than 70,000 tons a year. Currently, it has exceeded 700,000 tons, a tenfold increase in total volume. Meanwhile, our Japan has not exceeded 20,000 tons of steel to this day, and iron production is less than 200,000 tons. It is only double what it was seven years ago. Do you all know why this is?"

Most of those attending this meeting were soldiers, so naturally, they didn't know these detailed economic issues. "Mr. Katsura, why is this?"

Katsura Taro said loudly, "That Takahashi Korekiyo actually did some relevant research. We originally had a 'Coke for Iron Ore' agreement with Hubei. After the People's Party seized Hubei, they immediately terminated this agreement. Gentlemen, the People's Party's steel output is now four times ours. If things continue like this for another seven years, and the People's Party's steel output increases another tenfold to 7 million tons, while we in Japan, even if we grow faster than now, reach 700,000 tons... With the People's Party's steel output ten times ours, what future does our Great Japanese Empire have to speak of?"

Modern armies compete on weapons and firepower, and the amount of steel production directly determines victory or defeat in war. On this point, the generals of the Japanese Army understood the crux of the matter very well. A tenfold difference in steel production between two countries meant a world of difference in war capability.

"Does the People's Party really have the ability to push China to such a level?" an officer couldn't help but ask. China's decline was something Japan had seen with its own eyes; Japan had gradually gained its current status by relying on China's decline. If China could rise again, it meant that all of Japan's efforts to date would turn into bubbles. If Japan hadn't won the First Sino-Japanese War and hadn't achieved a lead over China, Japan wouldn't feel too bad. But the current Japan had tasted the sweetness of leading in Asia, so they were particularly afraid of falling behind China again.

"Gentlemen, although one cannot say Takahashi Korekiyo doesn't understand economics, this person is of no great use. You haven't seen the content of recent trade between China and Japan. It would be one thing if we in Japan were importing machinery and equipment from Britain and the United States, but industrial acids and alkalis are all imported from China. Even the brushes used by the Navy to clean gun barrels are made in China." Katsura Taro was unsparing in his attack on Takahashi Korekiyo, who had thrown in his lot with the Navy. "Some days ago, the Navy was preparing for war and needed a large amount of silk for artillery powder bags. But Japan's production of raw silk and silk fabric had all been sold to Britain, and Edo was actually short of silk. In the end, they relied on importing a batch of cheap silk from China to solve the problem in the market. If Japan continues down this path, the fruits of decades of effort since the Meiji Restoration will inevitably flow away like water."

These Army generals didn't understand other economic issues, but they all knew about the silk issue Katsura Taro raised. High-ranking Japanese officers naturally had to have the style of officers; frequenting drinking establishments with hostesses was part of that style. Everyone had heard many hostesses complain about the difficulty of buying silk. Although the Army's large-caliber artillery also needed silk for powder bags. So when Katsura Taro said this, the officers nodded in agreement one after another.

Seeing that he had finally mobilized everyone's sense of identification through concrete matters, Katsura Taro hurriedly struck while the iron was hot: "Gentlemen, Takahashi Korekiyo seems able to solve Japan's immediate predicament, but it is just struggling to get by. If we blindly follow Takahashi Korekiyo's line of thought, by the time Japan's situation improves, China will have become powerful. If we wait until China's power completely overwhelms Japan, that will be the true unpredictable disaster. Those Navy people can at most fire their cannons to scare China. The First Sino-Japanese War has already proved that to make China surrender, we must rely on our Army. No matter how big the warships are, they can't be driven onto land."

"Correct!" "Katsura-san is right!" The Army officers expressed their agreement one after another. What truly made the Manchu Qing submit was not the Japanese Navy, but the Army, which drove the Qing troops out of Korea with the force of crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood, and moreover, the Japanese Army destroyed the Russian army in Northeast China. If they relied only on the Navy, what use would it be?

Katsura Taro pointed at the map and cried out loudly: "Gentlemen, we must now carefully study how the war situation in China will actually develop and determine the Army's strategy. Only then can we make achievements in the future."

...

While the fellows with the Army background were holding their strategic meeting, Takahashi Korekiyo also visited Saionji Kinmochi's residence. Navy officers and tycoons of the financial world attended the Navy Ministry's meeting. As the spokesperson for the Navy, Saionji Kinmochi was not smug. Although Japan's economic situation had improved greatly after Takahashi Korekiyo formed his cabinet, British orders had alleviated Japan's debt repayment pressure, and Japan's once-sluggish exports had recovered. These seemingly good pieces of news might be attractive to people in the financial world, but Saionji Kinmochi would not go so far as to be complacent about this improvement in the situation.

Like Katsura Taro, Saionji Kinmochi also believed that Japan's current crisis was just beginning. It wasn't just the military advantage of the People's Party; China's decades of decline seemingly hinted at a completely new transformation, and this was what made Saionji Kinmochi feel fear.

"Gentlemen, the recent economic situation looks good, but Chinese products are now entering the Japanese market in large quantities. Especially in terms of power, Chinese gas engines have occupied almost the entire share of power sources for small enterprises in Japan. This matter cannot be ignored!" Saionji Kinmochi expressed his worry from another economic parameter.
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Chapter 82: The Beginning of the End (7)

Compared to the militaristic style of conversation from the Army faction led by Katsura Taro, the Navy faction's manner of speech appeared much more refined. After all, they were considered quite a Westernized group in Japan—people who would drink milk and eat bread. Takahashi Korekiyo had studied abroad, so naturally, he was quite Westernized himself. He knew that his visit here today was essentially a "work report" to these bigshots who supported the Takahashi cabinet. Although Japan's recent economic situation was good, this was precisely the time to be cautious. If the economy were in bad shape, many wouldn't dare to take over the position of Prime Minister. But once the economy turned around, those tempted by the position wouldn't just be from the Army faction. There was more than one or two people waiting in the wings to stab him in the back.

Facing this group from the Navy faction, fellows who were quite sensitive to current technological developments, Saionji Kinmochi raised the point that the People's Party's attitude toward Japan's hot bulb engine trade was definitely not particularly friendly. Of course, this was also Takahashi Korekiyo's opportunity; if he could demonstrate his economic acumen, it would actually be easier to establish authority during a crisis.

The hot bulb engine issue was just a microcosm of current Sino-Japanese trade. For the Japanese government, it wasn't just hot bulb engines they were buying from the People's Party; they also had to import heavy chemical products like the "three acids and two bases," and even hemp ropes and cables. If the government was doing this, the scope of smuggling trade by Japanese "unscrupulous merchants" included all sorts of textiles, and they would even find ways to import daily necessities like needles and thread from China. After all, Japan had a small territory and scarce resources. The People's Party base areas, on the other hand, possessed vast land, and the yield of various crops was enormous. Just taking buttons made from coconut shells and brushes made from coconut palm fibers as an example, the People's Party could produce seven or eight hundred million buttons of various types and tens of millions of brushes of various types a year, at prices that were outrageously cheap. If one was willing to pay a 70% deposit, the People's Party's factories even accepted custom product orders. No matter how much Japan squeezed its laborers, it was impossible to lower prices to such a level.

Faced with the People's Party's cheap hot bulb engine trade, it wasn't that Japan hadn't tried to imitate them. Any industrial nation is a nation of imitators; in this regard, there is no difference between early and late-developing industrial nations. If one cannot learn humbly but instead thinks "I am number one in the world," a destructive end is inevitable. The Japan of 1915 wasn't unable to imitate the hot bulb engines mass-produced by the People's Party, but like with other products, Japan couldn't drive the price down to the People's Party's level. In fact, as early as 1913, Japan had begun to import hot bulb engines manufactured by the People's Party on a relatively large scale.

In this era of high shipping costs, importing hot bulb engines from the United States or Britain was an extremely uneconomical affair. Actually, Japan didn't need to feel ashamed at all, because the hot bulb engines for the entire Western Pacific were basically provided by the People's Party. Not only were the Japanese buying them, but the British and Americans in their Western Pacific colonies were also buying them, and the purchase volume of the British and Americans was even larger than Japan's.

Takahashi Korekiyo was a Japanese economic expert, and he had his own small team conducting research on economic phenomena. A force like the People's Party rising so suddenly couldn't help but draw Takahashi Korekiyo's attention. A power with a population of over a hundred million and a territory several times that of Japan rising so abruptly—if the People's Party's experience could be found, it would be extremely beneficial for a country like Japan that needed rapid expansion.

After listening to Saionji Kinmochi's remarks, Takahashi Korekiyo slowly replied, "I have already sent people to collect information on the People's Party's mode of industrial development. This mode is truly difficult to explain. Although the People's Party also pays great attention to foreign trade, their attention seems to be focused domestically. You all know the fixed-quota trade agreements implemented by the People's Party; they publicly state they do not pursue a trade surplus, but instead go all out to expand the scale of production. Such measures are vastly different from Japan's."

At first hearing, these words felt a bit far off-topic, but the attendees were all people of status. Naturally, they wouldn't simply interrupt but waited quietly for Takahashi Korekiyo to finish speaking.

According to intelligence collected by Japan, the People's Party's foreign exports were entirely for the purpose of driving industrial scale. Because the scale of exported products was very large, the People's Party's related industries were all developing quite well. Of course, given the People's Party's currency which had zero gold as collateral, if the People's Party wanted to export its own currency, no country would accept it. The result was that the number of factories in the People's Party controlled areas increased rapidly, and production capacity continued to improve.

After hearing Takahashi Korekiyo finish, Saionji Kinmochi asked, "What do you see in this, Takahashi-kun?"

"The People's Party can be viewed as a single large conglomerate. The divisions of labor within this conglomerate are different, but they are completely under the control of the People's Party and receive support from the People's Party's central bank. Although other individual enterprises exist, they can be completely ignored," Takahashi Korekiyo replied.

"Then do you mean, Takahashi-kun, that the People's Party is learning from Japan's path?" Saionji Kinmochi was still somewhat puzzled.

Japan had also engaged in state-owned enterprises at the beginning. After the state-owned enterprises had reached a preliminary scale, the Japanese government sold the enterprises cheaply to various zaibatsu (conglomerates), implementing a partition of Japan's state-owned enterprises. Saionji Kinmochi thought Takahashi Korekiyo was likely thinking of this matter.

"Not so," Takahashi Korekiyo replied briskly. "Recently, the hot bulb engine matter has had quite a reaction domestically, and I have analyzed this as well."

Hot bulb engine technology was not complex. Japan wanted to use domestically produced hot bulb engine products to replace imported People's Party hot bulb engines, but Japan's steel output was insufficient, so hot bulb engine output naturally couldn't go up. Moreover, production and sales also involved the issue of profitability for the manufacturers; the price could not compare with the People's Party no matter what. The war in Europe had brought Japan quite a few orders, and Japan, with its family-run small factories as the main production mode, greatly needed power sources like hot bulb engines that were simple to operate and maintain, and not picky about fuel. Addressing Japan's situation, the People's Party also had a series of matching accessories, from gas generators that provided fuel to small generators that the hot bulb engines could tow; all were low-priced, durable, and rugged. Japanese goods were originally the exemplars of "low quality, low price," yet while the People's Party's hot bulb engines surpassed Japanese similar products in quality, the price was actually only 80% of the hot bulb engines produced domestically in Japan. Even selling them as scrap iron wouldn't result in a loss.

The Japanese government had vigorously cracked down on this at first. Consequently, first there were black-hearted Japanese merchants who disregarded life and death to smuggle using small boats, and later it even reached the point where certain shipping companies would implement large-scale smuggling operations every few days. Faced with a situation where production capacity needed to be vigorously expanded, the Japanese government was forced to reluctantly include hot bulb engines in the trade list. One had to know, Japan was just like the United States, both major imitators of mechanical goods. And the Japanese market had never been open to this degree for a certain industrial product.

Hearing this depressing analysis, the attendees, including Saionji Kinmochi, all fell silent. Calculated from an economic angle, Saionji Kinmochi knew that importing large quantities of People's Party hot bulb engines would have an immediate effect on the Japanese economy; orders from Europe would allow these factories to easily earn back their capital. However, letting Chinese industrial products be so rampant in Japan made Saionji Kinmochi feel as uncomfortable inside as if he had eaten several pounds of green-headed flies.

Takahashi Korekiyo had personally approved the import of People's Party hot bulb engines, so he couldn't help but offer an explanation for his own actions. Seeing that the various bigshots remained silent, Takahashi Korekiyo felt much more relaxed inwardly. "Gentlemen, the People's Party has given us a very good line of thinking: enterprise scale must be large enough. This is also the reason for the People's Party's success."

Those inclined toward the Navy Ministry were all very sensitive to the machinery industry; industrial capacity meant national power. Since Takahashi Korekiyo mentioned an idea for industrial construction, everyone was willing to let this Japanese economic expert analyze it a bit.

Takahashi Korekiyo had gained time to continue promoting his own concepts. Since the People's Party base area was so close to Japan, Takahashi Korekiyo also wanted to find out exactly what methods the People's Party used to lower costs. The results of the inquiry surprised him greatly: the People's Party neither squeezed the workers to death nor developed any earth-shattering technologies. The sole reason for the lowered costs was that the People's Party's industrial sector implemented universal parts—for different equipment, there was a series of standard screw types. The characteristic of universal parts was to further lower costs, making larger-scale socialized mass production a possibility.

This simple principle was precisely what Japan could not imitate. The People's Party could use seven or eight large screw factories to provide various screws to the People's Party's entire industrial sector. Each screw factory had over a thousand workers, working six days a week, eight hours a day. Various screws, bolts, washers, and rivets—tens of millions were produced a year. Although Japan considered its industrial scale larger than China's, their factories of small family scale determined that these small enterprises all hoped to follow the "small but complete" path. Like farmers, they would try their best not to buy what they could make themselves. What could be simply patched up, they would try their best not to spend huge financial resources to painstakingly improve that tiny bit of precision. But taking mechanical equipment like the hot bulb engine, which was already considered "big, clumsy, and black," as an example, the accumulation of several small errors could cause terrible consequences. If precision was increased by 1%, the profitable price acceptable to the enterprise might have to increase by 20% or even 40%; Japanese enterprises absolutely would not do such a thing.

Japanese enterprises weren't willing to do this, but the People's Party was. This was one of the important reasons why Japanese people of insight felt fear toward the People's Party. According to the situation Japan understood, the proportion of universal parts on the hot bulb engines produced by the People's Party exceeded 30%. Roughly parts from a dozen factories were used on a single hot bulb engine, whereas for similar Japanese products, it was at most two or three enterprises cooperating in production. Just this single comparison made Japanese products fundamentally unable to compete.

The result of waiting for so long was actually "Japanese products cannot compete with the People's Party"; this couldn't help but make the attendees feel extremely surprised. Before anyone could speak, Takahashi Korekiyo gave the final conclusion. "The People's Party has the power to order enterprises to adopt what types of universal parts. On this point alone, we are already unable to compare."

"Is Takahashi-kun preparing to learn from the People's Party?" Saionji Kinmochi finally somewhat understood what Takahashi Korekiyo wanted to say. It was just that Saionji Kinmochi had said not long ago that the People's Party wanted to learn from Japan's move of selling state-owned enterprises to private individuals; now encountering a potentially opposite conclusion, Saionji Kinmochi was a bit disappointed.

"Whether to learn from the People's Party can be discussed later, but the People's Party is destined to be the enemy of our Great Japanese Empire. We cannot take them lightly. From this perspective, we actually should support the Beiyang government," Takahashi Korekiyo gave his own conclusion.
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Takahashi Korekiyo's assessment of the People's Party's forced implementation of industrial standards accurately pointed out the key to the People's Party's industrial development, but this stuff was a bit too ahead of its time. In 1915, Europe and America were just beginning to see attempts at scientific management under Taylorism, and labor unions were already beginning to struggle against it. The US House of Representatives formed a special investigation committee, and Taylor was forced to testify for 12 hours over four days. His testimony was filled with sharp questions and hostility from workers. In academia, Taylorism was also constantly criticized as a negative example by the human relations school. People criticized Taylor's assumptions about "economic man," criticized Taylorism for creating opposition between workers and management, and criticized the separation of planning and execution functions created by Taylor.

As for the state consciously enforcing comprehensive standardization like ISO certification, that was something the US only implemented as part of the "New Deal" after Roosevelt came to power during the Great Depression. As the chief designer of the entire industrial construction in the People's Party base areas, Chen Ke could accept low product levels, but he could not accept inferior methods of production organization.

As a Japanese economic expert, Takahashi Korekiyo's level of understanding was indeed not low. It was just that the group of people attending the meeting couldn't reach Takahashi's level. The Minister of Education didn't want to participate in the assessment of the People's Party's industrial construction capabilities, but instead asked directly, "Takahashi-kun, may I ask where this intelligence was collected from?"

Takahashi Korekiyo was slightly stunned, and after listening for a moment, he replied, "Part of it was collected through the intelligence department, and another part was from seizing letters written by Miyazaki Toten."

Hearing the name Miyazaki Toten, the faces of many attendees turned ugly. A naval officer couldn't help but curse in a low voice, "That unpatriotic traitor!" Miyazaki Toten used to have a bit of a reputation as a socialist in Japan, but now his reputation was even bigger. As a Japanese person, Miyazaki Toten actually joined the Chinese People's Party and held public office in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The People's Party captured a large number of Japanese troops in the Battle of Qingdao, and Miyazaki Toten led a group of "Japanese traitors" who had joined the People's Party to "brainwash" the prisoners of war.

Miyazaki Toten didn't ask the captured Japanese troops to join the People's Party and strike back at their motherland, Japan. These "Japanese traitors" simply vigorously publicized the unjust nature of Japan's war against China, asking the captured Japanese troops to stand on the side of the Japanese people and oppose participating in such an unjust war. During this, there was also "vicious" criticism of the Japanese zaibatsu. "Japanese compatriots, the domestic zaibatsu drive you to the battlefield to die for them. Apart from that meager salary and one full meal a day, what else have you received?"

Such vicious political attacks left a deep impression on the captured Japanese soldiers. Miyazaki Toten lectured extensively on class struggle theory, propagating that "there is absolutely no common reason between the exploiting class and the exploited class, just as there is no common reason between wolves and sheep."

Although the captured officers and soldiers couldn't completely accept class struggle, these soldiers clearly had doubts about the Battle of Qingdao after being released and returning home. The Army Ministry had to suppress anti-war tendencies in the army by severely punishing captured officers at all levels of the Kyushu Division.

The Navy naturally didn't get along with the Army, but they still expressed support for the hardline measures taken by the Army. In the intelligence exchange between the two sides, the name of the "Japanese traitor" Miyazaki Toten became known to more people.

Hearing Takahashi Korekiyo mention that a lot of intelligence was actually obtained from letters sent by Miyazaki Toten to Japan, the Minister of Education pressed, "Who exactly did Miyazaki Toten write to?"

Anyone Miyazaki Toten would specifically write to must be a Japanese traitor, or at least an accomplice.

"This has been clarified. But the content Miyazaki Toten wrote in the letter is more important," Takahashi Korekiyo said vaguely. Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo like this, Saionji Kinmochi turned his head slightly and looked at the Seiyukai bigwig Ozaki Yukio sitting next to him. Miyazaki Toten had written to Inukai Tsuyoshi introducing some of the Chinese People's Party's programs and political and economic policies. And Inukai Tsuyoshi led the Movement to Protect Constitutional Government in 1912, advocating for the overthrow of the domain cliques and supporting constitutional government. He and Ozaki Yukio, the Mayor of Tokyo sitting next to Saionji Kinmochi, led 234 members of parliament to impeach Prime Minister Katsura Taro for violating the constitution, confusing the distinction between the court and the government, using power for personal gain, and forming private factions... angrily denouncing them for using the Emperor as a shield and imperial edicts as bullets to strike at political enemies. This caused Katsura Taro to lose his will to fight and step down sadly. Inukai Tsuyoshi and Ozaki Yukio were hailed as the "Gods of Constitutional Government" because of this victory. Since Inukai Tsuyoshi was Katsura Taro's political enemy and had a good relationship with the Seiyukai, Saionji Kinmochi naturally couldn't say anything at this time.

Since Saionji Kinmochi expressed his attitude with body language, the Minister of Education and others tactfully stopped pursuing the matter.

The Minister of the Navy hurriedly smoothed things over, "Then should we prepare for war against China now?"

"Before the treasury is replenished, we really can't afford to fight," Takahashi Korekiyo replied quickly. He was able to take over the current situation precisely because the situation was extremely bad. Under Takahashi Korekiyo's efforts, the Japanese economy began to improve by borrowing the east wind of the European war. This was not the time to fight at all. "We need to work with the British to provide support to Yuan Shikai and defeat the People's Party. The British attitude is that they hope to form an Asian coalition force after defeating the People's Party, with the Beiyang Army providing the army and us Japan providing naval support. Britain even agreed to hand over Germany's islands in the Pacific to us Japan after the war is won."

"Oh!" Almost all the naval officers showed joy on their faces. Being able to expand territory, even if it was just some small islands in the Pacific, was a great achievement.

However, the Minister of Education was quite good at pouring cold water. He asked, "If Yuan Shikai is defeated, what choice should we make?"

For the Minister of Education, this was a question that had to be asked. As a Type A division, the Kyushu Division had been completely wiped out, and the Sendai Division, also a Type A division, had not gained any advantage in the Longkou area defended by the People's Party. The People's Party, possessing such combat effectiveness, was not without the possibility of winning the war. If Japan threw its full weight behind supporting Beiyang, but Beiyang failed everyone's expectations, how would Japan position itself? Paying such a high price only to achieve the People's Party's prestige, what was the point of such an investment?

"I only think that the People's Party is our enemy, and the Japanese treasury is not enough to support a full-scale war against China. I think you are all aware of this. What we need to do now is to prolong the Chinese civil war as much as possible. As long as the European war ends, the Allied Powers can intervene militarily in China. At that time, we Japan will gain greater opportunities." Takahashi Korekiyo did not like war, but as an economist, as the person who was able to raise huge funds for the Japanese side of the Russo-Japanese War in Europe while causing Russia's war fundraising to fail completely, Takahashi Korekiyo was not ignorant of how to choose the timing for war.

Although the attendees did not quite believe how strong Takahashi Korekiyo's will to fight was, Takahashi Korekiyo's current statement was enough to satisfy everyone. As long as Takahashi Korekiyo did not oppose the war, it was fine.

"Then let's discuss the issue of support for Yuan Shikai," Saionji Kinmochi took over the leadership of the meeting. "Yuan Shikai needs weapons and ammunition. With the support of the British, even if we can't trust Yuan Shikai, we should temporarily trust the British. These weapons need the British to endorse Yuan Shikai. If the British can't do this, we can only be helpless regarding Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai must use real gold and silver to pay us for the weapons we support."

There was a burst of laughter below. Saionji Kinmochi's attitude satisfied everyone. The People's Party had earned a lot of money from Japan. Even in this special period of war, if they couldn't make money back from China, everyone would naturally be psychologically unbalanced. More importantly, the result of doing so would give the Army faction an excuse. Since the Seiyukai and the naval forces were trying hard to improve Japan's economic situation, there was absolutely no reason to let Katsura Taro's gang gain political benefits in the future.

"But regarding the naval issue, since the British insist that we send troops, you gentlemen need to prepare for an expedition to Europe." Saionji Kinmochi was very proud of this. Even Britain, the world hegemon, had to make a request to Japan at this time. This alone was enough to prove Japan's power. "Gentlemen, your hard work will be exchanged for the opportunity for the Great Japanese Empire to expand its territory. Your reputation will be passed down to future generations. Please work hard, gentlemen."

The chiefs of the Navy Ministry answered loudly: "We will dedicate our lives to serving the country!"

The Mayor of Tokyo, the Seiyukai bigwig, and the man praised by everyone as the "God of Constitutional Government," Ozaki Yukio, looked at this inspiring situation, but deep down he was not as impassioned as he looked on the outside. At this moment, he was thinking of his old friend Inukai Tsuyoshi.

Before the "Japanese traitor" Miyazaki Toten defected to the People's Party, he had a rather low opinion of Japanese politicians, but surprisingly had a good relationship with Inukai Tsuyoshi. So Miyazaki Toten wrote to Inukai Tsuyoshi, hoping to persuade Inukai Tsuyoshi to implement a socialist system in Japan. After all, it was Katsura Taro and others who killed Kotoku Shusui in the "High Treason Incident". Inukai Tsuyoshi still had some sympathy for Japan's socialists.

But sympathy did not equal support. Inukai Tsuyoshi was naturally not a socialist. Even a political organization like the Seiyukai, which maintained constitutional government, could not support socialism. Or rather, precisely because these people supported constitutional government, they were exceptionally opposed to Miyazaki Toten, whose goal was to overthrow the current system. So Inukai Tsuyoshi still took out Miyazaki Toten's letter.

What Ozaki Yukio was considering was that Miyazaki Toten had an unusually strong confidence in the victory of the People's Party. Although Japan had no way to deal with China, and Saionji Kinmochi did not want to discuss the Chinese civil war in depth, this issue was glossed over. But Ozaki Yukio felt a little uneasy in his heart.

Soon, Ozaki Yukio gave up such thoughts. After all, Japan was only a collaborator with Britain's principles in the Far East, not the hegemon of the Far East. The real initiative was still in the hands of the British.

"What exactly are the British thinking?" Ozaki Yukio was very interested in this.



★


The Beginning of the End 9

Volume 5 - Chapter 84

❧ ❧ ❧


The Beginning of the End 9

Miyazaki Toten had long known that by choosing to join the People's Party, he would become a so-called "Japanese traitor." In fact, he didn't even need to imagine it himself; Chen Ke had explicitly explained this to him much earlier. However, Miyazaki Toten didn't care. In his view, joining the People's Party was the only way to save Japan, so the infamy didn't cause him any anxiety or fear.

Chen Ke, on the other hand, made a request of the Japanese members of the People's Party, hoping these comrades would use their social connections in Japan to do their utmost to prevent Japan from intervening in the Chinese Civil War. Miyazaki Toten and other Japanese members first got involved in the propaganda work directed at the captured Japanese soldiers. Not only that, but they also suggested to Chen Ke that they contact the remaining socialists and socialist sympathizers within Japan, to influence the direction of Japanese politics as much as possible through them.

Miyazaki Toten volunteered to write letters to some "upper-class progressive figures" in Japan, attempting to influence Japanese politics through them. What surprised Miyazaki Toten was that Chen Ke wasn't very enthusiastic about this, and even asked Miyazaki Toten and other Japanese comrades to cooperate with the People's Internal Security Commission on this matter. The People's Internal Security Commission was responsible for suppressing counter-revolutionaries. Miyazaki Toten couldn't quite accept this arrangement; he felt that even though they were letters of persuasion, they contained many personal matters. The intervention of the People's Internal Security Commission felt like a questioning of the Japanese comrades' trustworthiness to some extent.

The Japanese liked to play dirty, while the People's Party's organizational discipline strictly opposed such petty maneuvers. Since the People's Internal Security Commission's intervention was completely open, Miyazaki Toten and the others couldn't really say much. After the Party meeting, Miyazaki Toten simply held a meeting with the Japanese comrades involved in the matter.

After listening to Miyazaki Toten's doubts, Heidao Ren bluntly expressed his opposition. "Comrade Miyazaki, I actually firmly support the intervention of the People's Internal Security Commission. Having a clear conscience needs to be proven with facts; just saying it with your mouth is too easy. With the comrades from the People's Internal Security Commission involved, we get that proof. Chairman Chen often seems unreasonable in his actions, but he is actually the one who pays the most attention to reducing trouble for everyone."

Miyazaki Toten didn't quite agree. "Comrade Heidao, do you mean there are comrades within the People's Party who don't approve of us?"

Before Heidao Ren could speak, Meichuan Shangyi burst out laughing. "Comrade Miyazaki, our People's Party's policies are effective and highly targeted. Logically, the masses should firmly support us, right? In reality, the masses do follow us for their own interests, but as for this evaluation and approval...! We can only say we've done our best."

After Meichuan Shangyi finished, Heidao Ren took over. "Comrade Miyazaki, it's not that Chairman Chen doesn't trust us. I actually think Chairman Chen trusts us implicitly. It's precisely because he trusts us that he wants to do his utmost to avoid trouble for us. Let me just ask you one question: how much use do you think these letters will actually be?"

Miyazaki Toten answered quite honestly, "The usefulness should be very limited."

Heidao Ren laughed. "Then isn't that it? Since writing letters is unlikely to have immediate results, but Japan attacking us is extremely likely to happen immediately... If there were no comrades from the People's Internal Security Commission involved in this, and someone insisted on linking these two things together, how would you explain it then? Whether we have a clear conscience is one thing; whether we can make everyone believe us is another. This has to be guaranteed by the system."

These words implied that the People's Party would never lightly trust anyone, which made Miyazaki Toten feel uncomfortable the more he thought about it. However, Miyazaki Toten had also been in the underworld and had been cheated many times, so he naturally wasn't naive enough to believe that human hearts were extremely simple. So, since Heidao Ren had emphasized that this was Chen Ke's concern for the comrades, and the other Japanese comrades also expressed they didn't mind, Miyazaki Toten didn't raise any further objections.

After writing the letters, Miyazaki Toten thought he would get some response. The result disappointed him. The People's Party naturally wouldn't risk having comrades arrested to contact a few big shots. And those previously unknown socialists had all left their hometowns and couldn't be contacted for a while. Miyazaki Toten wasn't one to give up easily; he immediately applied to Chen Ke to go to Korea to contact Korean patriots. This time, Chen Ke bluntly expressed his opposition. "Comrade Miyazaki, the war is about to start immediately. We need to throw all our strength into the war, so we cannot accept any side issues for the time being."

"Does Chairman Chen not have any plans to liberate Korea?" Miyazaki Toten asked.

"Of course I have that plan, so precisely in the near future, we cannot give the Japanese authorities any provocation," Chen Ke replied.

"Then what does Chairman Chen plan to do in the near future?" Miyazaki Toten was quite puzzled by Chen Ke's choice.

"In the near future, we are going to kick the British out of the Yangtze River." Chen Ke gave Miyazaki Toten a straightforward answer. Hearing this goal, Miyazaki Toten's eyes lit up immediately. The People's Party had been shouting for months about kicking the British out of China's Yangtze River. Shouting was one thing, but there had been absolutely no actual action. Miyazaki Toten hadn't expected the People's Party to start acting now.

Chen Ke continued, "We need to put all the Japanese in Wuhan under supervision. This requires Comrade Miyazaki's participation."

"I resolutely obey orders!" Miyazaki Toten replied immediately.

On June 4th, the People's Party Navy sent a certain number of small boats onto the river starting early in the morning. Each boat was piled with a heap of mine-shaped objects. The soldiers on the boats threw the mines into the water. These black, hedgehog-like objects, covered with dozens of trigger rods, began to drift with the river current. To demonstrate their power, the British fleet sailed to the vicinity of Wuhan. On June 2nd, they had received a notification from the People's Party stating that the People's Party was going to conduct a military exercise and required British warships to leave the Yangtze. The People's Party had been shouting these kinds of demands for a while, and the British really hadn't taken it seriously. It wasn't until the lookouts discovered a group of suspected mines drifting vaguely down the slightly misty river in the early morning that ear-piercing alarms immediately sounded on the British warships.

Although the Yangtze waterway was wide, it was not the open sea where British warships could sail at will, and the British had no way to utilize the advantage of their artillery range. The People's Party's defect was that they didn't have large-caliber artillery capable of destroying British warships, which was the reason the British warships dared to ignore the People's Party's warnings and insist on staying in Wuhan. Once an artillery battle started, the People's Party's largest caliber 75mm guns could not penetrate the armor of the British warships no matter what.

But this was just an artillery battle; mines were different. A single mine could be packed with hundreds of kilograms of explosives. If a warship hit one, it could lose its combat effectiveness or even sink. The People's Party had indeed notified the British that they were going to "act," and it wasn't as if the People's Party hadn't performed mine-laying shows on the river before. It was just that the British Navy was indeed plucking up its courage to tough it out; they believed that before the civil war started, the People's Party wouldn't have the guts to make the first move against the British.

No matter how sure they were of their warship armor, no matter how sure they were that the People's Party wouldn't dare to use force against the British Empire without authorization, British naval personnel would never feel comfortable seeing suspected mine objects in their hearts. The fleet commander also refused to be frightened away for nothing here. Since the People's Party had issued a challenge to the British, the British Navy bravely accepted this challenge. Using the main guns was naturally out of the question, so the fleet commander immediately issued the order, "Use the rapid-fire secondary guns to shoot at the mines on the river surface!"

The signalman threw himself at the voice tube and began relaying orders to the secondary gun positions. Moments later, the British Navy displayed their refined military skills. Amidst a series of cannon fire, white waves thrown high by exploding shells erupted near the mines on the river surface. Not only the flagship, but the secondary guns on other warships in the fleet also quickly joined the shooting chorus.

The British Navy was experienced. After the mines were hit by shells, they sank quickly, and no large amount of wood debris floated up in the river water. This allowed the British Navy to quickly discover that these simulated mines were not made of wood. However, the quantity of the People's Party's mines was huge, coming down continuously with the river current. But the quantity of the British Navy's shells was limited. Even though the caliber of the secondary gun shells wasn't large, the quantity carried on a warship wouldn't be too many. At the beginning, every time a "mine" was sunk, the British naval gunners would cheer, but after firing for a while, the cheers gradually disappeared.

"Stop shelling. Warships are to maneuver to avoid the mines." The British fleet commander issued a new order. Since it was impossible to solve all the mines with shelling, they would show off the British Navy's ship-handling skills. In the initial stage, because they had sunk quite a few "mines," the British warships' avoidance was still easy. However, after the next wave of minefields arrived, the British Navy's Yangtze Fleet finally heard the "clang-clang" sounds of "mines" hitting the warship hulls. The sound wasn't loud, but it meant that if the "mines" were real, the British warship hulls would have been accompanied by violent explosions and gaping holes.

The impact sounds became more and more frequent. Finally, the British warships faced a problem: should they counterattack or not? If they didn't counterattack, it meant the People's Party's provocation had achieved its goal. They had already "sunk" the British warships in this "exercise." If they counterattacked, then the flames of war would definitely expand rapidly. In the end, the fleet commander could only remain silent.

The next day, Miyazaki Toten was leading troops into the concession to "invite Japanese merchants." In the consecutive four or five days, People's Party troops entered the concession for large-scale activities. The first thing they did was seal the gates of all the police stations in the concession, and the People's Party troops immediately took over all public security patrol work in the concession.

The only real resistance appeared when the People's Party ordered the police to disarm. At the beginning, the courage of the foreign police was limited to shouting. Facing the dark muzzles of guns, these guys who dared to shout at first quickly lowered their voices. However, when ordered to disarm, there were actually a few guys with backbone who resolutely objected.
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Before the People's Party seized the police stations, they held a meeting as usual to discuss the extent of violent measures that could be used against the police officers who refused to comply during the seizure operation, and whether or not to enforce "civilized law enforcement." This discussion seemed ridiculous, but it was actually about the extent to which they should struggle against the British. The police's resistance ranged from verbal to physical; how should the People's Party respond to different forms of resistance?

Hearing someone quote the saying "struggle with reason, advantage, and restraint," Chen Ke laughed out of anger. "The foreign police represent the privileges of foreigners in China. Although the foreign police haven't dared to step out of the concessions since we took control of Wuhan, and even matters within the concessions have to be discussed with us, privilege is still privilege. If we don't thoroughly smash these privileges, the people won't believe in our determination to protect China's interests! Call it overcorrection if you want, or beating a drowning dog. There is no need to be polite in this seizure of the police stations."

After saying this, Chen Ke glanced at Lin Shenhe, the Minister of Public Security. How could such a smart person like Lin Shenhe not know what Chen Ke meant? He tentatively asked, "Chairman Chen, do you want me to lead the team?"

"Comrade Lin Shenhe, isn't seizing these illegal units the job of the Public Security Department?" Chen Ke replied.

This remark caused a burst of laughter within the Central Committee of the People's Party. Given Lin Shenhe's history with the police station, he might not actually be the most suitable person to step forward. Even if the party knew that Lin Shenhe didn't volunteer for it, some people would definitely gossip behind his back.

However, Lin Shenhe's personality was definitely not one to care about such things. Or rather, precisely because of the laughter from these comrades, Lin Shenhe completely let go of his psychological burden. Since he was already being laughed at, what scruples did he have left? The meeting finally decided that the Public Security Department would take the lead in clearing out all illegal organizations in the base area, and Lin Shenhe would be the commander-in-chief of this operation.

Miyazaki Toten was a Pan-Asianist. Before joining the People's Party, he promoted the liberation of all of Asia. With Chen Ke's attitude so clearly demanding the seizure of the police stations, he was naturally full of energy. Facing those police officers who resolutely refused to disarm, Miyazaki Toten said in fluent Chinese, "As members of an illegal organization, behave yourselves. You illegal organizations should not continue to break the law. If you resist, you will be committing the crime of assaulting police. Our Wuhan public security system has the right to shoot you on the spot."

After saying this, Miyazaki Toten waved his hand to the armed police who came with him. "Load bullets! Fix bayonets!"

With a clatter of bayonets being fixed and bolts being pulled, the armed police were ready for battle. The few guys who insisted on resisting were the heads of the British police station. Being disarmed meant complete surrender, a major event, so they naturally wouldn't submit easily. But seeing the armed police ready to fight immediately, coupled with the overwhelming number of these armed police, the shining bayonets and the action of pulling the bolts just now let these people know that the People's Party was serious.

The leading police chief shouted loudly, "This is an illegal action! We are protected by treaties!"

"Illegal action? Our Wuhan Public Security Bureau is the government department here. The reason for our action this time is to abolish illegal organizations. The concession thing is a treaty signed between the British and the Manchu Qing. What does it have to do with our people's revolution? Any organization that is not registered in our base area is illegal and must be banned. If you want to protest, go protest to the Manchu Qing."

"You are provoking the British Empire!" the police chief shouted loudly.

Miyazaki Toten had attended a church school and understood English. He sneered, "I'll give you half a minute. Hand over your guns!"

Although the police chief knew that he would definitely be disarmed today, he naturally refused to surrender to the Chinese like this. While shouting "The British Empire can never accept such an action," the police chief did not actively hand over his gun.

Miyazaki Toten waited for half a minute, then waved his hand to the armed police. The soldiers rushed up without a word, raised their rifle butts, and smashed them down. The other police officers didn't expect the People's Party to be so ruthless. Just as a group of people wanted to resist, the bayonets of other soldiers were pressed against their chests. The bayonets were not just for show, they really pricked the flesh of those people. The police officers retreated in pain, and the soldiers continued to advance with their bayonets, forcing these guys into a pile.

The police chief was kicked down and beaten up. Miyazaki Toten ordered, "Beat him until he stops screaming!"

Two minutes later, the police chief finally stopped screaming. He curled up on the ground and wept. This beating made this guy, who was usually bossy, begin to fully understand that the People's Party was serious. Of course, this realization had just begun. The soldiers pulled the guy up, stripped him down to his underwear, and then stripped the other police officers of their tops, but left their hats on their heads. Then this group of people was tied up. A board was inserted into the rope on everyone's back, with the words "Illegal Organization Member" written on it. These police officers were connected by a long rope around their necks, and the front end of the long rope was tied to the back of a car. Such a team began to parade through the streets in the concession under the drive of the armed police.

It wasn't just this one team that was dragged out. The United States had received notification from the People's Party, so they didn't encounter any impact. The police stations of other foreign organizations all resisted to some extent. As long as one person resisted, all members of the police station were arrested and paraded through the streets. Seeing the long team, the foreigners on the street immediately exclaimed "God" in various voices, and then they ran away quickly. The People's Party had accepted the existence of the police stations for several years. The Chinese didn't expect the People's Party to completely fall out today. Seeing the police officers who usually looked majestic now either naked or half-naked, tied in a row by a long rope like a herd of livestock, everyone was first surprised, then someone laughed loudly first, and then waves of laughter rose from the onlookers, each wave higher than the last.

The onlookers pointed at these guys who were stripped to the waist but still wearing hats. The Chinese police officers in the team were recognized even more. "That's XXX's son! Usually he is XXXX." The family backgrounds of these guys were exposed cleanly.

The Chinese police officers heard children in the crowd asking, "Why are these people tied up?"

And the adults next to the children laughed and said, "Because they are bad people. Bad people get tied up like this. You can't be this kind of bad person when you grow up. If you dare to learn to be bad like these people, you will also be tied up and paraded through the streets. I'll break your legs then!"

These police officers were originally prominent figures on the street. Now hearing these criticisms, they only felt that their status had plummeted, and they couldn't accept this fact in their hearts. But what they thought in their hearts was no longer important. The forward pulling force from the noose around their necks was real, and this force forced them to continue walking forward under the gaze of everyone. If there were a crack in the ground now, this group of people would want to crawl into it.

After a parade, the People's Party sent these people to the detention center for "hooliganism" in the public security regulations.

The People's Party's parade was a naked statement. Comrades thought that the British would choose to retaliate immediately, but the result was not so. Under the siege of "mines," the British fleet did not open fire to demonstrate. Not only on the first day, but in the following days, the People's Party seized all police stations and required all foreigners in the concessions to apply for residence permits at designated places within three days in accordance with the regulations of the People's Party. All requirements were submitted in the form of official letters. The official letters clearly stated that if these foreigners could not apply on time, they would be arrested as illegal immigrants.

The British Consulate in Wuhan did not have the power to decide whether to start a war. Ordering the British Yangtze Fleet to shell Wuhan required an order from the British Legation. As far as the British Consulate in Wuhan itself was concerned, they did not want a battle to break out now. They had consulted with the commander of the British Yangtze Fleet, and the fleet commander stated that he had no reason to engage in an artillery battle at the moment.

The People's Party's "mine exercise" was really annoying. Although fake mines could not cause substantial damage to warships, fake mines proved one thing: the People's Party had the ability to conduct mine warfare against the British fleet. If real mines were mixed in with a number of fake mines, how should the British fleet respond? In the mine warfare that began a few days ago, the British fleet had discovered that it did not have the ability to completely destroy or avoid the People's Party's mine groups unless the British fleet temporarily withdrew further away.

However, such a decision was impossible to implement. The purpose of the Yangtze Fleet was to protect British interests and defend British expatriates and merchants. It was okay to retreat after a round of shelling, but how would the People's Party deal with the British remaining in Wuhan next? They had already expressed their attitude to Britain through the police station incident. Based on the British understanding of Chen Ke, Chen Ke never went too far in doing things. If he hadn't made up his mind and had enough backup plans, Chen Ke would not have shown any real hostile attitude.

In such a situation, the British Consulate in Wuhan had already passed the news to the British Legation in Beijing as quickly as possible via warships. After the People's Party cut off the telegraph network between North and South China, it took at least two days for the information to reach Beijing. It was impossible for the British Legation to make a decision immediately. Even if they felt humiliated, the British Consulate in Wuhan and the British fleet could only remain silent for the time being.

On June 10, the British Legation had received letters from the Wuhan Consulate and the Commander of the British Yangtze Fleet. But the British Legation couldn't come up with a solution at all. At this time, Beiyang had begun a military confrontation with the People's Party. Even if the British didn't have much confidence in the Beiyang government, they at least knew that Beiyang had an army of one million. In the imagination of the British Minister and Sir Humphrey, the Beiyang Army could at least fight.

However, the actions of this army of one million puzzled the British side. There were some British observers in the Beiyang Army, who actually acted as advisors. Previously, the advisors of the Beiyang Army were mostly German officers. During the war, German officers could not continue their advisory roles openly. As Beiyang's current financier, Britain naturally took on this role.

The news received by these British observers was that the People's Party had implemented an intelligence blockade in Hebei and Shandong, so the Beiyang Army in Hebei dared not launch an attack. On the contrary, small units of the People's Party began to harass the Beiyang Army comprehensively.

Due to the advantage of aerial reconnaissance, the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party first completely suppressed the reconnaissance troops of the Beiyang Army in the battles starting from the end of May. After June 10, small units of the People's Party took the initiative to attack and began to strike at the peripheral strongholds of the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army was unprepared for the sharp and fast attacks of the People's Party. When they learned that their peripheral strongholds had been attacked and sent large troops to relieve them, the People's Party troops had already retreated. What was left to the Beiyang Army was only the corpses all over the ground in the strongholds.

Perhaps the Beiyang Army felt that it was too shameful to be seen clearly by the British in its ugly state. After such attacks occurred more than a dozen times, Beiyang simply refused the British observers to participate in any meetings of the headquarters. The British were both angry and amused by this. Did these people in Beiyang think that the British believed that the Beiyang Army could beat the People's Party in small-scale battles?

The telegraph network in Hebei had not been cut off. Facing Beiyang's performance, the British Legation's biggest feeling was that Beiyang was untrustworthy. Regarding such a situation, the British Legation discussed it several times, and the result was that everyone leaned towards "maintaining the status quo."
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June 12, 1915, on the border between Hebei and Henan.

Caojiapu was a very ordinary small village in Linzhang County, Hebei. It was some forty li away from the Anyang border in Henan, and only sixty li from Handan. Although it was relatively close to the Beijing-Hankou Railway, it was quite far from the station, so it didn't gain much benefit from it. The Cao family was the dominant clan in the village, with over 80% of the residents surnamed Cao.

With the summer harvest approaching, Caojiapu would normally be bustling with preparations. But this year, all the village residents gathered at the village entrance for a meeting. This was a council convened personally by the clan leader, Cao Jingxiu, and the male heads of every household attended. A hundred or so people gathered together, making for a dense crowd.

The clan leader, Cao Jingxiu, was over sixty years old. Because he frequently worked in the fields, his skin had the dark purplish tan characteristic of a farmer. "Everyone, old and young, I invited you here today to talk about the coming war. Should we throw our lot in with the People's Party, or stick with the government?"

Hebei was Zhili Province, so they knew the most about the government and there had been many acts of resistance. As soon as Cao Jingxiu said this, someone among the villagers shouted, "With the Beiyang taxes set like this, won't we starve to death if we follow the government?"

After the opposition shouted out, a supporter spoke up. "They're only collecting this tax for one year. Just endure it and it will pass."

The supporter was the local landlord, Cao Cuishan. As soon as his words fell, the initial dissenter, Cao Jinggui, immediately retorted, "Your son is in the Beiyang Army, so of course you support the government. But the harvest this year isn't that good, and the government wants to collect seventy percent as tax. With only thirty percent of the grain left, can we survive until next year?"

The situation in Caojiapu was basically the same as in thousands of other Chinese villages. Generally, the wealthier families had lower generational seniority. This was almost inevitable; families with more land and money had more affairs to attend to, and since getting married wasn't difficult for them, they tended to marry relatively late. Poor families found it hard to get married, so the family would start making arrangements early, leading to earlier marriages. One generation might only differ by five or six years, but accumulated over seven or eight generations, it became a difference of sixty or seventy years. Cao Cuishan and Cao Jinggui were both in their early forties, but they were three generations apart in seniority. Seriously speaking, Cao Jinggui, who was of the same generation as the clan leader Cao Jingxiu, was actually Cao Cuishan's great-grandfather.

Cao Cuishan argued, "The government has bought quite a lot of grain over the past two years, so no one is short of money. Why is there a need to defect to the People's Party?"

Cao Jinggui sneered, "Haha, your family has a lot of grain, so naturally you made big money selling it. But how much grain did we sell in a year? How much money could we earn? Now grain prices are almost reaching the sky. After paying taxes, where would we have any grain left to sell? With the current grain price of sixteen silver dollars per shi of wheat, we couldn't buy a shi of grain even if we sold everything we own."

The Beiyang government lacked grain but had silver dollars in hand. Over the past year or so, the price of wheat had skyrocketed from four dollars a shi to sixteen dollars a shi—a fourfold increase. Hebei hadn't suffered from disasters in recent years, so the harvest was passable. The common people hadn't reached the point where they had nothing to eat. In the past year, not only had the price of wheat soared, but the prices of other grains had also risen three or four times. Seeing grain prices rise like this, everyone sold whatever grain they could. Now that the summer harvest was about to begin, many families didn't have a single grain left at home, just waiting for the wheat to be harvested to eat a full meal. Just at this moment, the government ordered this year's tax revenue to be increased to 70%. Farmers were extremely pragmatic; 30% of the grain would at most allow everyone to eat for half a year, and the little money everyone had in hand was simply not enough to buy half a year's worth of grain. If things went on like this, they would only starve to death.

Although the topic raised was the major issue of "rebellion," Clan Leader Cao Jingxiu still had to convene this meeting under pressure from everyone.

Cao Jinggui's statement received the support of the majority of the villagers. Everyone said one after another, "It's not that we haven't talked to the county about this, but those tax collectors won't make any exceptions. If they hadn't been driven away by the People's Party, I'm afraid they would be living in the fields right now waiting to collect our grain!"

As a landlord, Cao Cuishan naturally couldn't support Cao Jinggui's opinion. He shouted, "If the People's Party comes here, they're going to distribute the land!"

"So what if they distribute the land? They distributed land in Henan years ago, and the people there live much better lives than we do." Caojiapu was only forty-some li from the Anyang border in Henan. Farmers had no concept of provincial boundaries. It was all the same land anyway; did it affect these common people whether it was Henan or not a few dozen li away? The girls who had married over there naturally praised the life in the People's Party territory highly. Concentrated living and the overall planning after land reform made life much easier. Not to mention anything else, just the collective manure collection saved the villagers a huge amount of effort. The transport capacity provided by the People's Party's hot bulb tractors and the manure produced by the village feedlots largely guaranteed the fertility of the land. Not to mention the basic social services like tap water, hospitals, schools, and post offices after moving into collective housing.

The poorer the people, the more they could feel the immense improvement in life under the People's Party's rule. The people of Caojiapu were incredibly envious after seeing the device where clean tap water gushed out just by turning a faucet. For rural areas, carrying water was an exhausting task. If water usage was high, a laborer would have to spend several hours a day just on carrying water. As for the cheap farming tools from the rural cooperatives, as well as the inexpensive cloth and daily necessities, these were good things that made the farmers of Caojiapu drool with envy.

There was a huge difference between the North and the South. In the South, due to the climate, one could survive as long as one had land. In the North, due to water sources and climate, having land didn't necessarily mean one could survive. Nothing else needed to be said; slightly dry weather could cause a massive reduction in grain yields. How much water could be carried by human strength with heavy wooden buckets? Even if the water source was relatively close, the whole family working themselves to death for a day might not be able to water four or five mu of land. Humans could wait, but crops couldn't. Two days of exposure to the scorching sun could kill a lot of crops. The people of Caojiapu had seen that the land under the People's Party's rule was basically all irrigated land. There was no need to dig large-scale diversion canals; after the People's Party drilled mechanical wells, water would gush up from underground. Irrigated land meant that grain yields wouldn't decrease. As long as every family had irrigated land, even with three mu of land per person, it was impossible to starve to death.

Caojiapu was in Linzhang County, and like nearby Anyang, it was close to the Zhang River. However, Anyang had basically popularized irrigated land through mechanical wells and canals, while Caojiapu, which was actually closer to the Zhang River, still had over 60% of its land as dry land, where grain yields basically depended on the heavens. Comparing the two, it was self-evident under whose rule life was better.

"We cannot rebel!" Cao Cuishan's voice became almost hysterical. As a landlord, Cao Cuishan had over ten qing of land at home. If the People's Party controlled Caojiapu, his family would lose everything. Since they were close to the People's Party territory in Anyang, Cao Cuishan naturally knew that although the People's Party didn't confiscate landlords' floating wealth or engage in looting, they absolutely did not tolerate opposition to land reform. The land of the landlords over there had been distributed cleanly, and no one had been able to escape it. He would rather die than let the People's Party fight their way over.

Cao Jinggui advised, "Cuishan, the Beiyang forces can't even make it out of Handan right now. If we actively defect to the People's Party now, we won't have to pay taxes this year. Otherwise, when those tax collectors from the Beiyang government come, we'll only starve to death. If the Beiyang government collects our grain and then gets defeated by the People's Party, our grain will have completely gone to waste. At that time, wouldn't we end up with nothing?"

"We can't rebel even if we end up with nothing!" Cao Cuishan's attitude was extremely clear. He could not accept the fate of his family's land being confiscated. Cao Cuishan originally didn't want his son to join the army, but the People's Party's actions in Henan made him make up his mind. He let his son join the army for only one purpose: to follow the government, win battles, and protect his family's land.

Seeing Cao Cuishan being so stubborn, Cao Jinggui knew he couldn't be persuaded. But he hadn't intended to persuade Cao Cuishan anyway; Cao Jinggui wanted to persuade the other villagers. Turning his head, Cao Jinggui shouted loudly to the other folks, "Everyone, I've said what I needed to say just now. I'm not saying whether the People's Party is better or the government is better. I'll just say one thing: if the government loses the war, what should we do? After our grain is taken away, do we go flee famine and beg for food? If you don't want to flee famine, then just invite the People's Party over. Since we surrendered early, the People's Party would have to exempt us from this year's taxes, right? If you folks are willing, I, Cao Jinggui, am willing to go and talk to the People's Party about this."

Whether or not to defect to the People's Party was a major event after all, and no result could be reached in the first day of discussion. When it finally got dark, Cao Cuishan returned home and immediately summoned his family. His face was terribly gloomy under the lamplight. "You all know about what happened today, right?"

Many of Cao Cuishan's family members had attended the meeting during the day, and everyone's face was as gloomy as Cao Cuishan's. They were all very clear about what the result would be after the People's Party took over Caojiapu.

"We absolutely cannot be polite to those rebels. Although they are fellow villagers, we cannot let Cao Jinggui lead everyone down the wrong path," Cao Cuishan said, almost gritting his teeth.

"Father, then what should we do? Find someone to off Cao Jinggui?" asked Cao Cuishan's son, Cao Yifeng.

"No, we can't do that. Yifeng, go to the county seat tonight and tell the county government about Cao Jinggui planning to rebel. Tell them to come and arrest him quickly." Cao Cuishan said viciously, "Our Cao family has never produced rebels, and we absolutely cannot sit idly by and watch this rebellion happen."

The rest of the Cao family naturally supported Cao Cuishan's view. Cao Yifeng followed his father's order, took a letter, and rushed towards Linzhang County seat. Early the next morning, Cao Yifeng hurried to see the county magistrate. The magistrate knew Cao Cuishan and knew his son Cao Yifeng. Since the young master of the Cao family had come to deliver a report, the magistrate immediately granted him an audience. After hearing that the people of Caojiapu actually wanted to invite the wolf into the house and actively defect to the People's Party, the magistrate was furious. He slapped the table and cursed, "These unruly people are simply lawless!"

There could be no delay. A brigade of the Beiyang Army was stationed in the county. After contacting the Beiyang Army, the magistrate had Cao Yifeng lead a battalion of five hundred Beiyang soldiers and tax collectors to Caojiapu. Even though he knew the tax collectors were going to collect taxes, Cao Yifeng had to accept this fact.
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After the group left the county seat, the Beiyang Army began marching in their customary single-line formation. The tax collectors from the county knew the way, so there was no need for Cao Yifeng to lead at the front of the column. The tax collector, however, was quite eager to ask Cao Yifeng about the growth of the crops in Caojiapu.

"The crops aren't doing well this year; the harvest won't be much." Cao Yifeng naturally couldn't praise the sturdy wheat ears and the granaries full of grain. Ever since the Beiyang government changed the tax collection method to directly collecting grain, the landlords in Hebei had already felt that life was becoming difficult. But the subsequent massive grain acquisitions filled the landlords' treasuries with silver dollars. As a landlord's son, Cao Yifeng was well aware of the faces of these tax collectors; if they didn't squeeze everyone dry, they wouldn't stop.

The tax collector naturally didn't care about Cao Yifeng's thoughts. Not only did he not care, but he also hoped to make Cao Yifeng understand and support the tax collectors' plans. "Young Master Cao, let's not beat around the bush. We brothers also eat from the bowl of tax collection, so we have to do our best. However, there is always a bottom line to tax collection. As long as the grain handed over reaches a certain amount, everything else is negotiable."

The voice wasn't loud, but it clearly indicated the tax collector's thoughts: taxes had to be collected. However, the tax collector's personal benefits couldn't be missing either. Cao Yifeng smiled apologetically, but in his heart, he wished he could pick up a knife and stab these tax collectors to death. Although he knew that he and his family could absolutely never support the People's Party's land reform, seeing these faces of the tax collectors—or rather, seeing the faces of the old tax collectors restored after witnessing the People's Party's tax collection—Cao Yifeng's disgust soared to a height that even he found surprising.

Cao Yifeng had been to the People's Party base area; a cousin of his had married into a family in Henan. Based on what Cao Yifeng had seen and heard in the People's Party base area just a few dozen miles away, the People's Party's taxation was completely different from the Beiyang side. Common people didn't like paying taxes, so the People's Party never forced the people to pay taxes; paying public grain was voluntary for the people. After the consolidation of villages and the construction of towns, the people all lived collectively in some "communities" in the towns. Those were buildings with bright glass, beautiful floor-to-ceiling curtains, clean tap water, and smooth, polished cement floors.

After the summer harvest, all the grain was handed over by the people themselves; no one refused or delayed. Firstly, the thirty percent tax wasn't high. Secondly, if the tax grain wasn't paid on time, the people would be disqualified from purchasing at the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives. The money spent buying goods at fair prices was much more than buying at the cheap prices of the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives; this expense was enough to buy two or three times the amount of the public grain. The common people calculated this account more shrewdly than anyone else. So there was never any coercion, let alone extortion by tax collectors; you could pay the tax grain or not, as you pleased. If you paid the grain, the grain collection station wouldn't make things difficult for you either.

Cao Yifeng's cousin married a local landlord nicknamed "Zhou Bapi" (Zhou the Skinner). This "Cousin-in-law," apart from being a farming maniac who worked desperately hard, was extreme in exploiting the labor of tenant farmers; he was almost beaten to death during the land reform. However, he had one good point: he loved farming, was stingy with money, and didn't like lending at high interest. In addition, he listened particularly well to the "government"; he didn't dare to resist even when his land was confiscated, so he managed to save his life. When the People's Party organized production teams, Zhou Bapi actually signed up. His reputation as a "skinner" was well known, but surprisingly, quite a few people who loved farming dared to cooperate with him.

Everyone first publicly established the rules of the production team according to the regulations of the People's Party. After "Zhou Bapi" volunteered and was elected as the production team leader, he personally planned the production arrangements. Moreover, the regulations stated clearly that if the yield per mu exceeded 280 jin, "Zhou Bapi" would get twenty-five percent of the surplus grain. This document was notarized by the People's Party Notary Office, and all participating commoners pressed their handprints and signed it. Furthermore, Zhou Bapi was particularly afraid of the government. The government suggested that their production team participate in the "Unified Purchase and Sale" grain acquisition plan, and after studying it, he also persuaded the participants of the production team to join.

This production team had a total of more than 580 mu of land. Over the year, the average yield per mu was more than 320 jin. In addition to the harvest from his own land, Zhou Bapi netted more than 6,000 jin of grain according to the document. Plus the breeding farm contracted by the production team, each participant received two pigs, twenty chickens, and more than two thousand eggs at the end of the year. According to the "Unified Purchase and Sale" plan, each person's year-end income exceeded 300 RMB. The Zhou family's total income for eight people was as high as 6,000 RMB. In Hebei, the exchange rate between RMB and "Yuan Shikai" silver dollars was at a level of 5:1 to 3:1. That is to say, the Zhou family's annual income was at least at the level of 1,200 silver dollars. In the past, when the Zhou family had more than 200 mu of land, they simply couldn't earn this much money.

So when Zhou Bapi invited his brother-in-law Cao Yifeng for a drink, the dishes were very "simple," but there was a lot of talk. Zhou Bapi praised the People's Party's investment in rural water conservancy infrastructure and praised the great use of the "tractors" even more. If irrigated land hadn't been popularized locally, if tractors hadn't come and gone continuously to implement deep plowing and transport various materials during the busy farming season, agricultural output simply couldn't have increased. As for the People's Party's agricultural technology department, Zhou Bapi almost praised these young people from out of town to the skies. Improved seeds, weather forecasts, various pest and disease control technologies, and even investigations of soil characteristics and nutrient components—these young people didn't go to the fields much, and many things were just strictly according to the book. Zhou Bapi was an old hand at farming for many years; although he didn't understand those new terms for a while, he understood the principles inside as soon as he heard them. Because of the urgent need for labor, Zhou Bapi once delayed his two sons and one daughter from going to school. As a result, Zhou Bapi was dragged to the village assembly by cadres from the education department and publicly criticized for "opposing the Compulsory Education Law," but Zhou Bapi held no grudge at all. He had already decided to let his two sons go to the newly opened agricultural school in Anyang after graduating from junior high school to study the People's Party's agricultural technology properly.

Although he was a good hand at work, Zhou Bapi couldn't hold his liquor; his tongue got big after a few cups. He said drunkenly to his brother-in-law Cao Yifeng: "Don't be afraid of having no land. As long as the People's Party keeps its word, you can make money if you are willing to work; there is endless money to be made from farming. Those other landlords in our village acted like their parents had died after their land was distributed. Actually, what the hell are they afraid of? The People's Party, this government, keeps its word; it is a good government. If your side gets liberated and you feel you can't get by, just come and farm with me, brother. As long as you are willing to work, I dare not say too much, but it's no problem to let you earn three to five hundred yuan a year."

Cao Yifeng didn't dare to say anything disrespectful at the time. The bulging veins on Zhou Bapi's calves and arms made Cao Yifeng feel a dull pain in his balls every time he saw them; that was from working day and night in the fields. Who within dozens of miles didn't know that Zhou Bapi had a way with farming? If he wasn't capable at farming, why would a small landlord with only a little over 200 mu of land be able to intermarry with the Cao family, who had more than ten qing of land? That Zhou Bapi could get rich by farming after following the People's Party was his own knack. The Cao family simply couldn't do this. Moreover, according to the news Cao Yifeng got from his cousin, although the production team organized by Zhou Bapi had a good harvest, there were not many people willing to continue joining. Furthermore, after a year of desperate labor, some production team members who couldn't stand it also requested to withdraw. Zhou Bapi himself could be a farming maniac, a labor maniac, but others might not be willing to go crazy with Zhou Bapi. Based on Cao Yifeng's understanding of himself and his family, no one in their family could withstand such labor.

So although he was no longer as afraid of the People's Party's land reform as before, Cao Yifeng still firmed up his attitude: he would absolutely not give up the struggle against the People's Party until the last moment. Even though he was extremely disgusted with the tax collectors in front of him, Cao Yifeng still put on a smile and began to deal with them.

From the county seat of Linzhang County to Caojiapu was more than thirty li. Coupled with the scorching sun now, the marching speed of the Beiyang team was not fast. After walking seven or eight li in more than two hours, the Beiyang Army demanded to rest in a village. After the team stopped, a low-ranking officer of the Beiyang Army walked over with a cheeky smile, "Young Master Cao, everyone has worked so hard, do you want to buy some water for everyone to drink?"

Seeing this hooligan look of the Beiyang Army, Cao Yifeng hated it in his heart! Attacking the People's Party was originally the Beiyang Army's official business. The Beiyang Army taking the tax collectors to Caojiapu was already a clear statement that the Cao family was inclined towards the government. Even if they didn't give encouragement and praise or even rewards, it had already made Cao Yifeng very disappointed. Needless to say about the tax collectors, the Beiyang Army also wanted to extort some "tea money"; this was really too detestable!

But at any rate, Cao Yifeng was not a rural peasant; he still knew about matters on the scene. While smiling apologetically, he took out a few silver dollars and handed them over, "This officer, my brother is also serving in the Beiyang Army; we are all one family. Naturally, we should pay for this tea. Otherwise, if my brother returns home and hears about this, wouldn't he scold me for not knowing the rules?"

The Beiyang officer was originally smiling cheekily, but his face changed after hearing Cao Yifeng's words. "You sure know how to talk! What's wrong? We brave such a scorching sun to march; when we get to Caojiapu, we are risking our lives for your family. You feel distressed just buying us some tea? Who are you sending off with these few dollars? Your brother is a battalion commander, so what the hell? I am Brigadier Zhu's man. Does that Battalion Commander Cao of yours dare to fart when he sees our Brigadier Zhu?"

Having been scolded harshly by the Beiyang Army officer in front of him, Cao Yifeng's face turned as purple as an eggplant from anger. The Beiyang Army officer didn't care at all what Cao Yifeng thought or how angry he was. He raised his finger and pointed at Cao Yifeng's nose, "Which of us five hundred brothers doesn't get more than ten silver dollars a month? Who the fuck are you sending off with these few dollars? I'm telling you, this drink of water won't do without five hundred silver dollars."

This commotion had already made some Beiyang soldiers gather around to watch the fun. Hearing the officer state the price of fifty silver dollars (sic - context implies 500, earlier sentence said 500), someone immediately shouted: "Five hundred silver dollars is worth a fart; even two thousand silver dollars isn't enough. In my opinion, this drink of water should cost one thousand. How is it enough if we don't get two silver dollars each!"

Cao Yifeng's face was originally purple with anger, but hearing the shouting of the surrounding Beiyang soldiers, his face began to turn pale even though the weather was very hot. When Cao Yifeng's brother joined the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army's discipline was still passable; at least he heard that the orders absolutely did not allow harassing the common people. But now, marching with the Beiyang Army in person, he found that those words were all lies. These Beiyang soldiers in front of him stared at Cao Yifeng with the eyes of jackals staring at sheep. Even those who didn't stare at Cao Yifeng didn't do so out of a guilty conscience, but with a contemptuous attitude of "having Cao Yifeng eating out of their hands." Such a group of Beiyang soldiers dared to ask for 500 silver dollars just for a drink of water. If they arrived at Caojiapu, how much would they demand from the Cao family? Thinking of this, Cao Yifeng felt cold all over, and his face became even paler.

The tax collector beside Cao Yifeng looked at Cao Yifeng with the eyes one uses for a country bumpkin. He sneered and began to explain: "Young Master Cao, the Beiyang Army has rules for dispatching troops. Departure fees, marching fees, tea money; when fighting, the officers have to scatter money by the handful. Five hundred silver dollars isn't much."

Five hundred silver dollars wasn't much? Cao Yifeng had never heard such absurd words. In Caojiapu, five hundred silver dollars could buy quite a bit of good land; if it were draft animals, it would be enough to buy several heads. Having walked seven or eight li, he had to pay five hundred silver dollars. Caojiapu was more than thirty li away from Linzhang County; wouldn't the whole trip cost two thousand silver dollars? The Cao family might not even net this much money in a year.

Seeing Cao Yifeng's face turning red and then white, the Beiyang officer who first bargained laughed: "Seeing that you don't understand the rules, presumably you didn't bring that much money on you. How about this? You don't have to pay the water money this time, but you have to write me an IOU. Rules are rules; even if our Brigadier Zhu personally led us out, it would still be this price. How about it, Young Master Cao? If you don't know how to write, we have a clerk here; you just need to make a mark."

Cao Yifeng's brain was running rapidly. He wanted to find a solution to the immediate problem. A moment later, he thought of a method that wasn't really a method, which was to find Battalion Commander Hu who was leading the team this time. Cao Yifeng didn't dare to go look for Brigadier Zhu stationed in Linzhang County seat, but Battalion Commander Hu and Cao Yifeng's brother were both battalion commanders; presumably, he would give Cao Yifeng some face no matter what.

Thinking of this, Cao Yifeng shouted loudly: "I want to see Battalion Commander Hu! I want to see Battalion Commander Hu!"

The officer who spoke just now saw that Cao Yifeng refused to submit. He frowned in disgust, "I say, why are you so insensible? Seeing that your brother is also a battalion commander in our Beiyang Army, I was this polite to you. Don't refuse a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit. Men, teach him a lesson."

As soon as the officer's voice fell, several Beiyang soldiers walked over carrying rifles.

Seeing that things were going wrong, Cao Yifeng couldn't care about fulfilling his father's instructions anymore; instead, he turned around and ran. Only now did he understand that he hadn't invited any rescuers at all, but had provoked a group of plagues. He had just run two steps when Cao Yifeng felt his arm being firmly grabbed. Turning his head, he saw it was the tax collector who had been by his side all along. The tax collector looked at Cao Yifeng with a look of disgust, as if hating iron for not becoming steel. In just this moment of pause, Cao Yifeng felt a sharp pain in his back, and he couldn't help but scream loudly.

"Still want to run? Are you a fucking spy for the People's Party? Huh?" Cao Yifeng heard the officer cursing while he was on the ground. Before he could explain, a storm of beatings began to land on Cao Yifeng's body.

At the beginning, Cao Yifeng could still scream under the beating, but a moment later, his back and ribs were hit hard, and he couldn't even make a screaming sound. Moreover, two Beiyang soldiers stepped firmly on Cao Yifeng's hands, making him unable to move. The others swung their rifles and smashed Cao Yifeng with the rifle butts. Under such a beating that seemed to have no end, Cao Yifeng only felt like dying.

He didn't know how long he had been beaten; anyway, Cao Yifeng felt that his consciousness was completely confused, and even the pain in his body during the beating began to become distant. However, someone poured a basin of cold water over his head. Part of the water got into Cao Yifeng's nostrils, and the coughing caused by choking made Cao Yifeng wake up again. Before he had time to feel how much his body hurt, Cao Yifeng felt someone prop him up. Because his head had been hit by several rifle butts, Cao Yifeng felt dizzy. In such dizziness, he heard someone say: "Young Master Cao, come on, press a handprint here."

After speaking, Cao Yifeng felt someone smear something on his finger, and then something came into close contact with his finger.

In the confusion and despair, Cao Yifeng suddenly heard someone ask in a low voice: "Is it inappropriate to beat him like this?"

Finally, someone was willing to speak for him; a surge of warmth suddenly arose in Cao Yifeng's despairing heart.

"What appropriate or inappropriate! What the hell are you afraid of? We are going to fight such a big battle this time. A small battalion commander of the Cao family is worth a fart. Now there are eight thousand if not ten thousand battalion commanders in our Beiyang Army; this small battalion commander counts for nothing. Whether we brothers can survive when the fighting starts is still up in the air. If we don't get money now, where will the travel expenses come from if we want to run away? At a time like this, if we brothers still wrong ourselves, isn't that being incredibly stupid?" The shouting that followed completely shattered that bit of hope in Cao Yifeng's heart just now.

Cao Yifeng could no longer tell who shouted these words, and it no longer mattered who shouted them. What was revealed in this voice and these words was a madness born of despair. These Beiyang soldiers had no confidence in winning the war; they were like wild beasts that only cared about their immediate interests. Cao Yifeng also despaired. He originally thought that with a Beiyang officer in his family, he could protect the Cao family's property by relying on the government. But the Cao family obviously hadn't figured out what kind of group the government and the Beiyang Army they wanted to rely on actually were.

His brain was groggy, but for some reason, Cao Yifeng thought of his cousin-in-law Zhou Bapi. The image of that farming maniac speaking drunkenly after a few cups of wine appeared strangely vivid in Cao Yifeng's mind, "It was worth it for me to meet the People's Party, this government; one can also earn money by farming..."

The voice in his mind became fainter and fainter, lighter and lighter. Cao Yifeng fainted.
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Chapter 88: The Beginning of the End (13)

Cao Cuishan never expected that his son going to the county town to get reinforcements would result in reinforcements indeed arriving, but his son being beaten bloody and brought to the door bound in ropes. No matter how firm Cao Cuishan's attitude against the People's Party was, he was after all just a local landlord. Seeing this situation, Cao Cuishan no longer dared to open the door to welcome the government army. He couldn't care about his son's life or death. Ordering the family servants to shut the door tightly, Cao Cuishan felt his heart thumping wildly. He clutched his chest and ordered: "Hurry up and hide the valuables!"

The five hundred or so regular Beiyang soldiers were in no hurry. They surrounded the Cao family courtyard in an orderly and airtight manner. The Cao family's guards and servants had also lost the will to resist. Cao Cuishan's chaotic mind was entirely considering how his son Cao Yifeng had offended the Beiyang Army officers. He didn't think about how the Beiyang Army was logically supposed to be here to suppress the "unruly people" who advocated joining the People's Party, but after they arrived at Cao Family Shop, they ignored the unruly people completely and went straight for the Cao family compound. Since the Cao family was thoroughly surrounded, Cao Cuishan couldn't see that after the villagers saw the Beiyang Army charging aggressively into the village, those "unruly people" who advocated joining the People's Party had already started fleeing with their families.

"Gentlemen, we are all on the same side. Don't misunderstand, don't misunderstand." Cao Cuishan didn't dare open the door either; he just shouted from inside with a trembling voice.

"Since we are on the same side, what do you mean by keeping the door closed, Old Master Cao? Are you guarding against thieves?" The Beiyang soldiers outside shouted angrily.

Keeping the Beiyang Army outside the door was indeed not the way to treat guests, but the way to treat guests first required confirming that those coming were guests. With the Beiyang Army's fiendish appearance, they didn't look like guests at all, but rather a group of evil spirits coming to the door. Moreover, these evil spirits had none of a guest's humility or caution. Seeing the Cao family not opening the door, someone was already banging on the door with a rifle butt. The gate was quite sturdy; after a dozen bashes, there was no sign of it opening. Then, amidst the stopping shouts of people outside, the door-bashing stopped.

Before Cao Cuishan could catch his breath, he heard a dull sound coming from the door; someone had started kicking it. Relying on the sturdy door bar, the Beiyang soldiers outside kicked it a dozen times without kicking the gate open. However, Cao Cuishan could already be certain that this matter would definitely not end well. By now, everyone else had hidden inside the rooms. Cao Cuishan's wife was scared to tears; she stumbled over, grabbed Cao Cuishan's arm, and cried out: "Master, what is happening outside? Aren't we Beiyang people? Why is the Beiyang Army attacking us?"

"What are you crying for! Is someone dead?" Cao Cuishan shouted. Being shouted at like this, Cao Cuishan's wife, even though panic-stricken, dared not shout anything more.

Straightening his clothes, Cao Cuishan said to the servants: "Open the door."

No one moved. Everyone in the Cao family looked at Cao Cuishan with surprised eyes. If they didn't open the door, they could at least hold out for a bit; if they opened the door, heaven knew what unexpected disaster would occur.

Seeing his own people not moving, Cao Cuishan shouted to the outside: "Military lords, wait a moment, I will open the door immediately," while walking towards the gate himself. Although Cao Cuishan didn't know exactly what the Beiyang Army outside intended, there was basically no difference between opening the door a moment earlier or a moment later. If there was a difference, it was that voluntarily opening the door could preserve a bit of face. If the Beiyang Army outside tore off all pretenses and charged in, they would be even more unscrupulous.

Just as he pulled down the door bar, the gate was violently pushed open from the outside. Cao Cuishan's agility wasn't too bad; he stumbled back a few steps and managed not to be knocked down by the Beiyang soldiers swarming in. Carrying rifles, the Beiyang soldiers rushed straight into the courtyard from the gate impatiently. Then they entered every room they saw, forcibly dragging everyone inside, regardless of gender or age, out. Men's pleading, women's screaming, and children's crying filled the Cao family courtyard in an instant.

Soon, the Cao family members were gathered in the middle of the courtyard, a group of soldiers half-raising their rifles at these people. The soldiers who had once blocked the courtyard entrance quickly made way. An officer who was not tall, wearing a blue military uniform and a battalion commander's rank badge, strode in from outside.

Even seeing the Beiyang Army rushing in, Cao Cuishan could still hold his ground. But seeing this person, especially seeing that person's pair of eyes, Cao Cuishan felt a chill in his heart. Those were a pair of sharp triangular eyes, slightly incongruous on a round face. But the expression on that person's face and his sharp gaze were full of power, carrying an indescribable hostility. The feeling the Beiyang Army battalion commander gave Cao Cuishan was like an unscrupulous poisonous snake, entering the Cao family gate greedily and focusedly.

"You are Old Master Cao, right?" The Beiyang Army battalion commander had a Shandong accent.

"That is me. May I ask how to address this officer?" Cao Cuishan hurriedly said respectfully.

"My surname is Hu, my name is Hu Chuankui." The battalion commander said without any avoidance.

"Battalion Commander Hu, this..." Cao Cuishan had originally thought this Beiyang Army battalion commander would at least not dare to announce his name, but unexpectedly, the man openly stated his name. If it were ordinary times, doing so would be a friendly gesture, but the Beiyang Army had rushed into the Cao family like wolves and tigers; such an action gave Cao Cuishan an ominous feeling.

"Old Master Cao, I heard your son is also a Beiyang Army battalion commander. Since that's the case, I might as well speak frankly. Our Beiyang Army has rules for deploying troops. Ten silver dollars for setting-out fees, two silver dollars for marching fees, two silver dollars for tea fees. When fighting, five silver dollars for funeral arrangements must be paid in advance. According to you, this Cao Family Shop only has unruly people rebelling. We don't need to discuss the life-selling money for leading the charge. This time we came with a total of five hundred brothers. Before coming, our Brigade Commander said this is a county matter, so the county has to pay. The County Magistrate said since it was Old Master Cao who spoke, he couldn't refuse to give face. But the county has no money, so this money still has to be paid by you, Old Master Cao. This brother from the county yamen who accompanied us can testify."

After Hu Chuankui finished speaking, he waved to a tax collector beside him. The tax collector hurriedly stepped forward, first cupped his hands to Cao Cuishan, and said: "Old Master Cao, after your young master met our Magistrate, the Magistrate specifically said that this Beiyang Army deployment requires expenses, and these expenses must be borne by your Cao family. Your young master agreed repeatedly. The Magistrate specifically said these expenses wouldn't be small, and your young master still agreed. Look, this is your young master's petition and the Magistrate's inquiry; it's all written clearly on it. Your young master signed it."

After saying this, the tax collector took out an official document and handed it to Cao Cuishan. Hearing this, Cao Cuishan completely understood what had happened. The Magistrate had made the Cao family bear all the money that should have been borne by himself, and had tricked his son using the form of an official document. Taking the document and opening it, it was indeed so. In the conversation between the Magistrate and Cao Yifeng, these words were spoken very cleverly. The Magistrate's words sounded like he just meant a token gesture, using terms like "rewards" and "comforting the troops," but the Magistrate shrewdly used the phrase "remuneration shall be decided by the Beiyang Army" in the document. Cao Yifeng's fingerprint was pressed on this sentence. Cao Cuishan was initially angry at how his son could be such a fool. But on second thought, since the Magistrate intended to cheat them from the start, presumably these words were never spoken to Cao Yifeng at all, but were written in the document. How would Cao Yifeng dare to question the Magistrate's document? Naturally, he pressed his handprint wherever he was told to.

Seeing the look of anger changing on Cao Cuishan's face, Hu Chuankui didn't wait for Cao Cuishan to say anything. He spoke: "Old Master Cao, you must feel that I am being unreasonable. But nothing can be accomplished without rules. This is the rule in our Beiyang Army: we take money to do things, take money to sell our lives. Otherwise, with so many brothers running back and forth for a hundred *li*, what are they after? Old Master Cao, you feel I am taking money from you here, but you have to think clearly, your young master also takes money just the same when deploying troops elsewhere. Rules are rules; they are the same everywhere."

Hu Chuankui's tone was sincere and earnest, one could even say sonorous and forceful. Those Beiyang soldiers under Hu Chuankui were originally just looking to make a fortune. Now, after listening to Hu Chuankui's words, the guilt brought by that tiny bit of conscience in their hearts had dissipated completely. They felt their actions were quite in accordance with moral principles.

Although Cao Cuishan absolutely didn't want to be extorted by Hu Chuankui, strangely, he was only dissatisfied with the fact that he was being extorted, but didn't object at all to the reasoning Hu Chuankui stated. Cao Cuishan letting his son join the Beiyang Army was definitely not for any loyalty to the sovereign or service to the country. In Cao Cuishan's mind, the concept of a nation didn't exist at all. Although Yuan Shikai was the Great President, in Cao Cuishan's eyes, he was just a high official, completely different from the sacred and inviolable Emperor. The reason for joining Beiyang was simply that Beiyang was the biggest power in Hebei, while the People's Party's land reform policy sounded terrifying. Since letting his son become a soldier was entirely for profit, Hu Chuankui talking about profit in every sentence actually suited Cao Cuishan's taste.

However, agreeing with Hu Chuankui's attitude was one thing; willing to pay was another. Cao Cuishan would absolutely not foolishly take the money out. Let alone a setting-out fee of ten silver dollars per person, Cao Cuishan felt that giving one Beiyang soldier ten *wen* was too much. So Cao Cuishan was completely unmoved, just standing there without saying a word.

At this point, someone had to come out to smooth things over. The tax collector obviously played such a role. Seeing the situation had become deadlocked, he hurriedly stepped forward and smiled: "Old Master Cao, the sun is so poisonous outside, we don't need to talk under the big sun. How about this, let's go inside to talk."

Hu Chuankui just smiled after hearing this. Since the Cao family members inside the rooms had all been dragged out, he unceremoniously strode towards the main house. The two tax collectors, disregarding whether Cao Cuishan was willing or not, pulled and dragged Cao Cuishan into the main house. After the few of them went in, the tax collectors closed the door, leaving the crowd in the courtyard.
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Chapter 89: The Beginning of the End (14)

Since their Battalion Commander Hu Chuankui had already started extorting money, the Beiyang soldiers had nothing to worry about. Although the government's intention for this troop deployment was to "suppress unruly people," the Beiyang Army didn't care about that at all. With a major war imminent, who cared whether people were unruly or not? The Beiyang troops who came to Cao Family Shop were incorporated bandits. Battalion Commander Hu Chuankui was originally a bandit from Shandong, with over a hundred brothers under his command. When the Beiyang Army expanded significantly, Hu Chuankui swallowed up a few small bandit groups and then defected to the Beiyang Army *en masse*.

The Beiyang Army was in desperate need of manpower. Even bandits were organized and disciplined, and they knew how to handle guns and horses, so Hu Chuankui's group was accepted without refusal. Hu Chuankui was good at managing relationships; even though he came from a bandit background, he was no novice in official circles. So, the brothers under his command were not dispersed. Instead, he sat firmly in the position of battalion commander. However, since they ate the Beiyang Army's food, the military law officers were ruthless when executing people. These former bandits had at least learned some rules under the brutal military discipline of the Beiyang Army. Before entering Cao Cuishan's house, Hu Chuankui ordered them not to loot things privately in the Cao family. These fellows managed to hold back for the time being. Anyway, getting a share of the money was only a matter of time. After getting the money, there would be plenty of opportunities to take things from the Cao family.

Since the goal was clear and realizing it was imminent, the discipline of these Beiyang soldiers naturally relaxed greatly. Even the Beiyang soldiers on sentry duty in the village kept glancing towards the Cao family, afraid of being a step late when the money was distributed.

There is a characteristic of rural Hebei, which is that roads are simply not maintained by anyone. Lu Xun said that there was originally no road in the world, but as more people walked, a road was formed. The reality in the countryside is that roads are not only trampled out by human feet but also become sunken because people constantly walk on them. At this time, in order to walk on a flat road, people would walk on others' farmland. Everyone wants to walk on others' flat fields but doesn't want others to walk on their own fields, so many people started digging ditches outside their own fields to stop others from entering. As a result, every household was digging ditches to defend their farmland. The more ditches there were, the more inconvenient it was for everyone to walk. The more inconvenient it was, the more people concentrated on walking on the land that was still relatively flat. And the more people walked, the faster the road became potholed. This vicious cycle made the Hebei land, which should have been flat, present a terrible scene of crisscrossing deep ditches.

This situation also existed in Henan, but after the People's Party liberated Henan, they implemented land reform. At the same time, under the orders of the Party Central Committee led by Chen Ke, great importance was attached to the road issue. After more than two years of rectification, the land in Henan became flatter and flatter, but Hebei, close at hand, was still the same as before.

Although the crisscrossing ditches made travel extremely inconvenient for ordinary people, for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these ditches provided excellent routes for concealed marching. Columns formed by small units at the squad level were moving rapidly in the ditches. When the leading dagger squad moved to a place less than thirty meters from the entrance of Cao Family Shop village, the Beiyang sentries at the village entrance actually didn't discover them at all.

The squad leader took out a small mirror, first checked the angle of the sun, then clipped the mirror onto a small portable stand and slowly extended the mirror out of the ditch. From the mirror, it was clear that four Beiyang soldiers were chatting under the shade of a tree, and there was no one else from the village entrance to the inside of the village. As a dagger squad, they were naturally different from the rest. The squad leader made a hand signal and handed the mirror to other soldiers. After the soldiers observed the positions, they silently watched the squad leader draw a sketch on the ground with a military dagger.

After designating their respective targets, the soldiers took out steel hand crossbows one after another, then smeared medicine on the crossbow tips. This was a powerful anesthetic. Of course, if the hit location wasn't good, the dosage could also cause death. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't intend to let the other side suffer no casualties. After preparations were complete, some soldiers continued to hold small mirrors to observe the enemy situation, while other soldiers started to continue moving forward.

When they reached a straight-line distance of no more than 20 meters, the soldiers waited for the squad leader's order. The squad leader took a few deep breaths, slowly stood up leaning against the ditch, and after waving his hand forcefully, he leaned completely out of the ditch. Every two men dealt with one Beiyang soldier; the hand crossbows fired three shots in succession. Twenty-four crossbow bolts were shot out in an instant. The four Beiyang sentries didn't even have time to scream before falling to the ground. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were long prepared. Seeing the Beiyang sentries knocked down, someone immediately rushed over to drag them into the ditch. Several soldiers who had already put on Beiyang military uniforms took off the Beiyang sentries' caps and put them on their own heads, then picked up the Beiyang rifles and stood at the sentry positions.

Having eliminated the Beiyang sentries, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's actions became even faster. The sentries monitored the movement inside the village, using seemingly nonchalant but actually pre-agreed body movements to send signals. Groups of soldiers wearing camouflage uniforms quickly encircled the village. This was a force totaling over 600 men. Mortar positions were set up on three sides of the village, and a machine gun position was set up on the side with the main road. The entire movement took no more than 20 minutes. Even if the Beiyang Army rushed out from inside at this moment, it would be impossible for them to escape.

The Beiyang Army had not discovered the fact that they were surrounded at all, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't foolishly wait for Beiyang to discover it. Since they had controlled the positions, the troops immediately began to further tighten the encirclement net. The initial dagger squad groped their way into the village.

As the big landlord of Cao Family Shop, the Cao family's courtyard was not small. After the five hundred or so people of the Beiyang Army filled the inside and outside of the courtyard, it wasn't actually too crowded. The negotiation had been going on for almost an hour, and Hu Chuankui hadn't called anyone in to "help enlighten" Cao Cuishan, so looking at the time, the negotiation was about done. At any moment, there might be an order for everyone to start digging for money or distributing money. So the Beiyang Army's attention was basically concentrated inside the courtyard, paying very little attention to matters on the periphery.

Although the dagger squad of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't completely clear about this matter, this trend of the Beiyang Army made the dagger platoon feel it was very advantageous. Since soldiers were passing through, the villagers had either fled or were hiding in their homes without making a sound. Even the dogs of each household had been brought inside by the people to prevent barking from attracting the Beiyang Army's attention. The possibility of being disturbed by sudden occurrences was reduced to the minimum.

"Squad leader, what do we do?" A soldier asked in a low voice.

"Move over there. Clear out what you can." The squad leader also answered in a low voice. Afraid the soldier didn't fully understand his meaning, the squad leader urged again, "No need to show mercy."

The soldiers took out their daggers one after another. The daggers had all undergone surface treatment, or at least been smeared with black ink. A few peripheral Beiyang soldiers were happily discussing going to the brothel in the county town after getting the money. Suddenly, their mouths were covered by figures flashing out from behind, and they breathed their last after daggers stabbed fiercely into their vitals. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dagger squad didn't stop. They dragged the corpses to a secluded place nearby and continued to grope forward.

This was a good opportunity for annihilation. The Beiyang Army was completely gathered in one place. In order to utilize the firepower advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, occupying favorable terrain was very important. Moreover, these soldiers also noticed that the Beiyang Army could rely on the large courtyard for defense. In such a situation, getting a little closer to the enemy could reduce the difficulty of the annihilation battle by a fraction. The Beiyang Army had also set up two heavy machine guns. If they could destroy those two heavy machine guns before the attack, and then completely seal the enemy inside the large courtyard, the battle would be completely a situation of catching a turtle in a jar. Without even risking death to attack, just the mortars of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could make the Beiyang Army lose its combat effectiveness.

However, this kind of special attack by a small squad also had its limits. Everyone killed efficiently, raising the knife and letting it fall. But that could only be done against stragglers. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were also ordinary people. Trying to rely on one person to kill silently in broad daylight in front of dozens or hundreds of people was an impossible task.

Fortunately, the Beiyang Army's heavy machine guns were placed pompously in front of the Cao family compound. Their intimidation factor was surplus, but their practicality was greatly reduced. The small squad was still fifty meters away from the machine gun position, and there was really no way to get closer. The squad leader ordered the soldiers to prepare to throw grenades. He said to three comrades: "You deal specifically with the enemy's machine guns." These three were top-notch throwers in the dagger squad, with extremely high accuracy in throwing grenades within thirty-some meters.

After the comrades were ready, the squad leader took the lead and rushed out from behind a residential house. He was the first to throw a hand grenade at the nearby Beiyang soldiers. The comrades behind him also followed rushing out to throw grenades. Just as the throwing ended, the squad leader and the comrades who rushed out first flashed back to the concealed place.

Boom, boom. Explosion sounds rang out in succession. The deputy squad leader counted the explosion sounds. After confirming the explosion sounds matched the number of thrown grenades, he rushed out with the three top-notch throwers. They rushed out more than ten meters like a wisp of smoke. Led by the deputy squad leader, the four men each threw two hand grenades towards the direction of the Beiyang machine guns. Then they pulled back.

The squad leader also came out from the concealed place at this time. He saw with his own eyes the grenades exploding accurately near the two heavy machine guns. The dark heavy machine guns flew up in the shockwave of the explosion, twisting and deforming in mid-air. This attack was carried out quite smoothly.

"Fire the signal flare!" The squad leader shouted to the soldier. As soon as his voice fell, two red and one green signal flares were shot into mid-air. The red smoke and green smoke were particularly striking against the blue sky. Not long after, the sound of the charge bugle was heard. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army who had already entered attack positions attacked fiercely towards the direction of the Cao family compound.

Under the surprise attack, the Beiyang Army didn't figure out what had happened at all. The series of explosions caused quite a few casualties, but it only threw the Beiyang Army into chaos. People outside the courtyard subconsciously wanted to flee into the courtyard, while people inside the courtyard wanted to come out to see what happened. As a result, a group of people clustered together at the courtyard gate. It wasn't until the bullets of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came whistling over, creating patches of blood splashes in the chaotic crowd, that this gang finally understood that something was really wrong—someone was attacking.

There was no resistance. Everyone shouted and ran towards the inside of the courtyard. Some who couldn't run away tried to climb the wall into the courtyard in desperation. As a result, the fellows with better jumping ability who grabbed the top of the wall became excellent targets. Quite a few soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as well as a machine gunner with a light machine gun, took a fancy to these few people. A burst of bullets went over, and these few people left large bloodstains on the wall, then fell from the wall like flour sacks. However, these few people didn't hit the ground directly either; quite a few corpses and wounded had already piled up on the ground. Their corpses merely added another layer in front of the Cao family compound, where corpses lay everywhere.
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Chapter 90: The Beginning of the End (15)

Perhaps because Cao Yifeng had been beaten too severely by the Beiyang Army, when he was brought back to the Cao family home, he was merely left outside the courtyard. After all, if the Cao family saw Cao Yifeng with a swollen face and covered in blood, they might be struck with fear. The shock might be too great, leading them to a desperate "smash the pot" mentality of giving up completely. If the Cao family chose the latter option, the Beiyang Army would also have a headache. Their goal was to make the Cao family pay up according to the rules, not to wipe out the entire Cao family. At least until they got the money, they couldn't choose to wipe out the Cao family.

Since that was the case, the Beiyang Army didn't take Cao Yifeng into the Cao family courtyard. Instead, they found a shady spot outside for the limping Cao Yifeng to sit and rest. They even brought him a bowl of water. By this time, Cao Yifeng had already despaired. The Beiyang Army let Cao Yifeng sit on the ground but didn't untie him. Listening to the screams of his family members inside the courtyard, although Cao Yifeng felt terrible in his heart, surrounded by a group of Beiyang soldiers, he could only sit on the ground, completely powerless to help with the Cao family's plight.

After the battle began, the Beiyang soldiers standing around Cao Yifeng were shot down row by row. The surviving Beiyang soldiers swarmed towards the Cao family courtyard to escape. Any Beiyang soldiers who chose to scatter and flee were shot down. Amidst the flying bullets, one Beiyang soldier responsible for guarding Cao Yifeng actually tried to pull him up. However, he only managed to pull him halfway up when Cao Yifeng felt the soldier suddenly let go. Looking up, he saw blood gurgling out of the Beiyang soldier's throat. Then the body fell backwards.

Cao Yifeng's numb emotions suddenly became agitated, with joy and confusion existing simultaneously. He had seemed dazed just a moment ago, but in reality, his mind had been active without pause. He thought about this calamity that the Cao family shouldn't have suffered, and the sorrow his family would feel after this disaster. He felt infinitely regretful for personally inviting the wolves into the house. Cao Yifeng himself didn't believe in any gods or Buddhas, but in his heart, he prayed to every god and Buddha he could think of. Nowadays in Hebei, there were quite a few people preaching foreign religions, often walking around holding a cross. Although the villagers were extremely dissatisfied with these foreign religious followers, Cao Yifeng still remembered that these guys called the foreign god they believed in "God" (Shangdi). In his desperation, Cao Yifeng even prayed to the "God" of the foreign religion that was usually looked down upon. The Beiyang Army was so vicious; expecting them to change their nature was naturally impossible. The only remaining method was for an army to attack and kill all these bastards.

Now Cao Yifeng felt his prayers had worked. Everywhere he looked, he saw running Beiyang soldiers and officers. "Whose troops are these? Could it be that my brother brought people to save the Cao family?" Cao Yifeng thought excitedly. However, this beautiful dream was quickly shattered. Those Beiyang officers and soldiers were running and screaming like a flock of frightened sheep, "The People's Party is coming!" Hearing the term "People's Party," Cao Yifeng was immediately greatly disappointed. The Beiyang Army before him might be terrible, but Cao Yifeng had invited the Beiyang Army to strike at the even more terrible People's Party. Seeing the running Beiyang soldiers being shot down one by one, Cao Yifeng was quite clever; he simply lay on the ground and played dead.

Having never experienced war, Cao Yifeng felt that the violent explosions and dense rain of bullets weren't actually that terrifying; the firecrackers during the Spring Festival were about the same. The only difference might be that the weapons made louder noises, and the vibrations from the explosions made one's heart palpitate uncontrollably. After an unknown amount of time, the shouting outside the Cao family courtyard gradually ceased. Outside the Cao family mansion, which had turned into a battlefield, there was only the choking smell of gunpowder smoke and the miserable cries for help, some high and some low, from the Beiyang soldiers on the ground who hadn't died yet.

Because he was tied tightly, Cao Yifeng couldn't lift his head at all after lying down. Moreover, he was extremely afraid in his heart. The Beiyang Army, such a fierce army, had been beaten to pieces by the People's Party in an instant. How cruel and tyrannical would the People's Party's army be? Curiosity is human nature. The more he felt the fear of the unknown, the more curious Cao Yifeng felt about the People's Party army he had never met. Because he had been beaten by the Beiyang Army, Cao Yifeng's head was still a bit dizzy. He tried to raise his head slightly to search for the People's Party, but the initial result was somewhat disappointing. Because he was lying on the ground, the perspective was very different from usual, and combined with his slightly blurred vision after the beating, the originally familiar scene became very strange, and he couldn't find any trace of people. Cao Yifeng wanted to raise his head higher to search more carefully, but this movement pulled at the injuries on his neck and back. he couldn't help but groan in a low voice and had to give up this effort.

The calm on the battlefield didn't last too long. Soon, gunshots rang out from inside the Cao family courtyard. The People's Party opposite them immediately launched a counterattack. Screams of Beiyang soldiers constantly came from the top of the wall, and startled cries of Beiyang soldiers also constantly came from inside the courtyard. Presumably, the Beiyang Army suffered a big loss in this exchange of fire.

After waiting for a while longer, intense gunfire suddenly erupted at the back gate of the Cao family courtyard. In addition to ordinary rifle fire, there was a light, continuous explosive sound, and occasionally a few explosions. Of course, screams were also inevitable. Cao Yifeng wasn't able to see it with his own eyes, but he could still imagine that the Beiyang Army had been hit by the People's Party. Presumably, the back gate was also strewn with dead and wounded just like the front gate. "Heh heh!" Cao Yifeng couldn't help but laugh quietly. These Beiyang bandits were getting their retribution. Cao Yifeng felt as refreshed in his heart as if he had eaten a honey fruit.

As soon as the fighting at the back gate of the Cao family stopped, someone in the Cao family front courtyard shouted at the top of their lungs: "People outside, what do you want?" The voice was trembling; the fear in the shouter's heart was revealed without a doubt.

The attacking side outside quickly gave an answer. Cao Yifeng heard someone shouting not far in front of the Cao family mansion: "Listen, Beiyang troops inside! Surrender immediately! We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives leniently!"

There was silence in the courtyard for a while before someone continued to shout: "Officers outside, we brothers are all just soldiers carrying guns to earn a living. How about this, you open a path, and we will return to Linzhang County right away. We don't want any of the Cao family's things; we'll leave them all to the officers outside!"

Hearing that the Beiyang Army was actually using the Cao family's property as a bargaining chip, Cao Yifeng was instantly shocked. Before he could figure out what to do, he heard the People's Party army outside shout: "Beiyang brothers inside the courtyard, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, are fighting you Beiyang Army. We are not bandits; what does the Cao family's property have to do with us? We say it one more time, you are already surrounded. Laying down your weapons and surrendering immediately is the only way. If you don't surrender, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, can only continue the attack until you are all wiped out. Also, regarding the Cao family members, we, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, advise you not to harm the common people. Our discipline includes lenient treatment of captives, but we will absolutely not let off anyone who harms the people."

There was another silence in the courtyard, and then someone shouted: "Don't rush in! If you rush in, we'll kill everyone in the Cao family! You are forcing us to do this!"

With his parents and family being threatened by the Beiyang Army like this, Cao Yifeng was naturally scared out of his wits. However, he had an indescribable doubt, so much so that Cao Yifeng had to rack his brains to figure out exactly where his doubt lay. After a good while, he figured it out. In this battle, the Cao family was originally on the same side as the Beiyang Army. But in the dialogue just now, it was the Cao family's mortal enemy, the People's Party, that tried to protect the Cao family, while the Beiyang Army actually used the lives of the entire Cao family to threaten the People's Party not to attack. This was truly too unexpected.

However, Cao Yifeng wasn't a three-year-old child. What one shouted with their mouth didn't equate to what they thought in their heart. Even now, Cao Yifeng didn't consider the People's Party as his own people. Moreover, based on today's experience, Cao Yifeng had completely despaired of the Beiyang Army. Regarding their shout about killing the Cao family, Cao Yifeng absolutely couldn't treat it as a joke. The immediate plan was that no matter what, he couldn't let the two sides fight again. Even though his heart was still filled with fear of the battlefield, Cao Yifeng still struggled to crawl up. After lying on the ground for so long, plus suffering a severe beating and only having a bowl of water for most of the day, when he struggled to stand up, Cao Yifeng only felt dizzy and his legs were weak, almost falling to the ground again.

There were no longer any Beiyang soldiers lying on top of the Cao family mansion's walls shooting. Cao Yifeng stumbled and ran towards the direction of the People's Party. As he ran, he searched for traces of the People's Party. In front of the Cao family mansion was a large open space. This was because a feng shui master had said that if the mansion directly faced the road, it would easily be hit by bad luck, but the Cao family wasn't willing to let other families' courtyards face the Cao family directly. So they created this open space. During the summer harvest, this place was often used as a sunning ground for wheat. It was quite a distance to the courtyards of other families. Unknown when, the People's Party had already piled up some sandbags at the edge of the open space, with gun barrels sticking out from behind the sandbags. Next to other families' courtyards, there were also indistinct human figures standing or lying down. The whole place where the People's Party was located looked sparsely populated, without the feeling of a massive army gathering.

"Sir, don't shoot. I'm not a bad person!" Cao Yifeng shouted as he ran, his hands tied behind his back.

The People's Party didn't shoot. However, when Cao Yifeng approached the People's Party's position, two people suddenly popped out from somewhere and forcibly dragged Cao Yifeng directly to the side. Cao Yifeng didn't struggle either, obediently letting the two on his left and right drag him aside. The two first searched Cao Yifeng's body. They found a hidden pocket sewn under Cao Yifeng's armpit, which contained a few silver dollars. The money in Cao Yifeng's bosom had already been taken by the Beiyang Army after the beating. The People's Party people searched far more carefully than the Beiyang Army, even finding the money Cao Yifeng had hidden. But to Cao Yifeng's surprise, after the People's Party determined that it wasn't a weapon, they stuffed the money back into Cao Yifeng's pocket, having absolutely no intention of taking it for themselves.

After searching him, the two held Cao Yifeng up and took him to an intersection in the village not too far from the battlefield. Many People's Party people were gathering there, with several layers of sentries posted. After several inquiries, the two approached the People's Party's assembly point. One person dragged Cao Yifeng to stand aside, while the other went over to speak.

Seeing the People's Party members along the way, Cao Yifeng estimated there were about a hundred of them in total. Although he found it very strange that the People's Party had less than thirty percent of the Beiyang Army's numbers yet could beat the Beiyang Army to pieces, Cao Yifeng's attention was attracted by something else. The Beiyang Army was terrible; their terror lay in their cruelty and greed towards people. But when marching, the Beiyang Army appeared quite sluggish. The People's Party members he had just met, however, didn't give off that feeling at all. Everyone was full of vigor, everyone was busy, and everyone had a stern and serious face, yet without that bandit air of the Beiyang Army or the fierceness deliberately put on to intimidate others.

If the feeling the Beiyang Army gave Cao Yifeng was similar to the fear of wild beasts, the People's Party's focus and vigorous vitality, as well as the vigorous demeanor unique to soldiers, made Cao Yifeng feel an indescribable awe.

Soon, Cao Yifeng was brought to the People's Party officer. The officer asked, "Villager, how did you get tied up by the Beiyang Army?"

Cao Yifeng naturally wouldn't be stupid enough to openly admit that his Cao family had gone to the county seat to invite people to suppress the unruly people of Cao Family Shop. He answered, "Sir, I am from the Cao family. The Beiyang Army took a fancy to our family's wealth, so they ran over to rob our home. I was caught by them first. They were afraid I would run home to report the news, so they tied me up."

After finishing, Cao Yifeng didn't ask to be untied, but knelt straight down to the People's Party officer. "Sir, my name is Cao Yifeng, I am from the Cao family. Just now outside, I heard the Beiyang Army has held my family hostage. Sir, I beg you to save my family!"

Seeing Cao Yifeng kneeling, the People's Party commander hurriedly went up to support him, and the soldiers on the left and right also helped pull Cao Yifeng up. "Villager, we are definitely going to wipe out this group of Beiyang troops. We will try our best to protect your family during the battle, but we can't guarantee that we can save them."

Cao Yifeng wasn't happy about this kind treatment; he continued to say loudly: "Sir! You just let the Beiyang Army go. After they leave our Cao family, you can hit them however you want. They are hiding inside my family's courtyard; it's hard to fight there! As long as you can save our Cao family, I will work like an ox or a horse for you in my next life."

As a person whose piety was definitely suspicious, Cao Yifeng didn't hesitate to promise his next life.

"Villager, I know you are worried about your family. But you are begging the wrong person now. It is Beiyang that is holding your family, not us." Hearing Cao Yifeng say this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander's face had already darkened. Cao Yifeng was from the Cao family. Although the People's Party didn't have a mission to eradicate the Cao family in this military operation, most of the People's Party troops had participated in land reform. Families like the Cao family had always been targets of struggle. In the commander's view, the conflict between the Cao family and Beiyang was purely a dog-eat-dog struggle. If they could conveniently save the Cao family, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't refuse. But changing the battle deployment to save the Cao family was out of the question.

Cao Yifeng wasn't stupid either. He hadn't spoken on the way over, not because he was scared silly, but because he was trying hard to think about how to solve the problem at hand. After his request was unhesitatingly rejected by the People's Party officer, Cao Yifeng hurriedly said: "My house has a secret passage. Sir, you can enter my house through the secret passage!"
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The Cao family's secret tunnel wasn't specially built. It was inadvertently constructed while digging a cellar after buying a nearby villager's house, connecting from the courtyard to a house over thirty meters away. However, the Cao family cared about this very much. After all, with a large family and business, they had to be extra careful. So after it was accidentally dug through, the Cao family members personally completed the final work. This was a secret of the Cao family, known only to core family members.

After hearing this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander quickly showed the simple map to Cao Yifeng. Based on the tunnel layout pointed out by Cao Yifeng, he also called over the platoon leader responsible for the fighting in that vicinity to ask about the situation regarding this tunnel together with Cao Yifeng. Only then did he have Cao Yifeng taken away to rest. The platoon leader responsible for the fighting over there whispered, "Battalion Commander, this tunnel is useless. Based on what he said, even if it's true, it's mainly for hiding people. Even if we send troops in for a raid, the tunnel is too narrow to deploy enough troops."

"There are plenty of ways to raid. We have a lot of experience in Anhui." The battalion commander had his own ideas about the tunnel.

"Are you planning to blow up the courtyard wall directly?" The platoon leader over there was very quick-witted.

The battalion commander agreed with the comrade's alertness. "Since the Cao family has this tunnel, the Beiyang Army will find it hard to fly away after being surrounded by us. In their desperation, they might not fail to ask about this. Who would be the people escaping from the tunnel or hiding inside? Even if they don't know, we can still make use of this tunnel."

"Then I'll go back and find this tunnel first." The platoon leader immediately grasped the main point. If they weren't even sure if the tunnel existed, there was nothing else to talk about.

Over half an hour later, the platoon leader ran over, covered in dust. "Found that tunnel. No one from the Cao family's side is using this tunnel for the time being. I don't know if they know about it."

"Whether they know or not, we'll know once we try. I will order the artillery to blow down the Cao family's courtyard wall first. If we don't make those Beiyang soldiers completely desperate, they won't resort to the final method," the battalion commander laughed.

The platoon leader also roughly understood Cao Yifeng's goal. He asked, "Battalion Commander, are you really preparing to save the Cao family members as much as possible? The way I see it, let them perish together with the Beiyang Army, wouldn't that be fine? We didn't have to save the Cao family members in the first place. If we really want to save them, it's also very difficult to do. Why cause ourselves trouble?"

These words made the other commanders around them involuntarily look up. The difference in combat difficulty between destroying the Beiyang Army and saving the hostages captured by the Beiyang Army was too great. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never fought unprepared battles, and rescuing hostages was not a training subject. The battalion commander laughed, "The combat objective not being to save the captured people, and deliberately not caring about the life and death of those captured people, are two different things. If we deliberately don't care, how much difference is there between us and those who want to kill them?"

"Then what exactly do you plan to arrange, Battalion Commander?" The platoon leader still didn't understand this.

The battalion political commissar took over the conversation. "The Beiyang Army will definitely use those captured people to bargain with us. We will bargain with them. However, we must absolutely not let the Beiyang Army feel that using those captured people can threaten us. If the Beiyang Army isn't frantic, they won't deliberately kill these people. If this bunch of Beiyang soldiers has already gone frantic, our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has absolutely no reason to let them off. Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats prisoners of war well, but our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army will absolutely not let off anyone who harms the common people. This point must not be forgotten at any time."

"The Cao family is a local big landlord; they don't count as the people," a staff officer said. This remark clearly represented the inner voice of many comrades, and everyone's eyes carried questions.

"We have all studied 'On Contradiction', right? Primary contradiction, secondary contradiction, this must be distinguished clearly. The current primary contradiction is the contradiction between us and the Beiyang Army. Our contradiction with the Cao family becoming the primary contradiction, that will be a matter for when we implement land reform after liberating this Caojiapu. Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized that we cannot forcibly intensify conflicts on the grounds of preparing for a rainy day when the conflict has not yet erupted. If we deliberately let the Beiyang Army kill off the Cao family this time, there is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind. How will the masses of Caojiapu view us after they find out? We would be despicable villains. If during the land reform the Cao family insists on taking the counter-revolutionary road and we execute them publicly, then the masses will think that we have the ability to implement the new system. Although both are killing people, the background is different, the conditions are different, and the result is also completely different. Comrades cannot generalize when dealing with matters; we must seek truth from facts," the political commissar explained to everyone.

This kind of discussion linking theory with practice was one of the daily tasks of the Party organizations at all levels. Although there were still comrades who felt that doing so was really troublesome, the People's Party organization was never afraid of trouble. Moreover, the battalion commander also supported the political commissar's view. Apart from "trouble", which could only be called a personal feeling as a reason for objection, the comrades couldn't come up with any reasonable and well-founded arguments. Finally, everyone agreed with the political commissar's view. While destroying the Beiyang Army was the main combat objective, they would avoid casualties among the Cao family members as much as possible.

During this period, the entire combat preparation did not stop for a single minute. The grassroots soldiers drew maps, collected intelligence, and passed the maps and intelligence to the troops in various directions to avoid confusion and even accidental injury during the overall operation. The artillerymen also set up positions and determined the firing table parameters. As soon as the command headquarters gave the order, every combat unit could go into battle.

The comrades on the front line continued to shout propaganda when they should, and continued to observe when they should. When the hot air balloon they carried rose into the sky and observed the situation of the Cao family compound from a commanding height, the comrade who had been responsible for questioning Cao Yifeng also brought back the detailed layout drawing of the Cao family compound and the characteristics of each building.

With various pieces of intelligence, the efficiency of formulating the combat plan was much higher. Everyone agreed to use the east courtyard wall as the breakthrough point. Once the east courtyard wall was knocked down, given the layout of the Cao family compound, it would be difficult for the Beiyang Army to find cover to rely on. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could instead most effectively display its firepower advantage. After the battalion commander took the lead in suggesting it, the comrades also agreed.

The artillery unit deployed on the east side of the Cao family had long since conducted direct aiming measurements. The parameters from destroying the courtyard wall to directly shooting into the Cao family courtyard had all been determined. Waiting only for the order, the artillerymen loaded the shells and began test firing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's infantry support 37mm guns were relatively heavy, so when dispatched urgently, they mostly carried detachable mortars. In order to deal with various situations, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mortars also added a direct fire function. Facing a building like a courtyard wall, solid shells similar to armor-piercing projectiles were fired first. The projectile whistled out of the barrel and slammed violently into the Cao family's east courtyard wall. Amidst flying gravel, two large pits appeared on the courtyard wall. It seemed the intelligence provided by the battalion headquarters was correct; the Cao family had been quite careful when building the courtyard wall.

However, in present-day China, there was no such thing as a courtyard wall that absolutely couldn't be penetrated by artillery shells, let alone a courtyard wall built by a country landlord. For the artillery units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they had far more live-fire training advantages than their PLA "predecessors". The immediate problem was simply how to knock down the courtyard wall rather than punch through it. After using solid shots to inflict heavy damage on the courtyard wall, the switched high-explosive shells whistled and slammed into the wall, causing a violent explosion. The already pitted east wall instantly collapsed a large chunk.

The artillery company commander clicked his tongue. The trajectory was too high; it only knocked down a piece from the top of the east wall, and didn't directly blow down a large section of the wall.

From the moment the shelling began, terrified shouts came from the Beiyang soldiers in the courtyard. As a large chunk of this wall collapsed, the Beiyang troops almost collectively let out desperate screams. Having escaped with their lives from that fierce firepower strike not long ago, these people had already lost their will to fight. Now that the wall they relied on as a psychological barrier was being thoroughly destroyed, these Beiyang soldiers simply didn't know how to continue fighting.

Soon, some Beiyang soldiers tried to rush out from the back door. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defensive positions, which were already prepared, immediately blocked them with a storm of bullets. Leaving behind a new batch of dead and wounded, the Beiyang soldiers retreated screaming. Some Beiyang soldiers also tried to climb out from the north wall where fighting hadn't started yet. However, as soon as they showed their heads, they were met with fire from outside the north wall. Knowing they couldn't escape from here, the Beiyang soldiers didn't want to throw away their lives for nothing.

"Masters of the People's Party, are you going to kill us all? If you keep attacking, we'll kill the whole Cao family! Even if we die, we'll drag some people down with us!" The Beiyang soldiers inside the courtyard shouted hysterically towards the outside.

"We told you long ago, we want you to surrender! Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats prisoners of war well." The attacking troops continued to shout. The commanding company commander frowned. The Beiyang Army was completely at a dead end. Was their shouting because they were really prepared to fight to the death, or just bargaining?

The doubt didn't last long before the Beiyang soldiers inside laid out their conditions. Silver dollars went from five thousand to ten thousand, and gold bars went from five to fifteen. The company commander cursed his own mistake inwardly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would fight to the death for victory, but that didn't mean other armies would have such enlightenment. Although the troops were always required to take the enemy seriously tactically—"Bullets don't have eyes! We can't relax at all before achieving final victory!"—at this moment, the tactical part was already over. Whether the Beiyang Army relied on weapons or courage, whatever they did could not have any impact on the outcome of the battle. At this time, blindly insisting that the Beiyang Army would fight to the death was marking the boat to find the sword. The current work was not just to delay time by shouting, but to disintegrate the enemy's final will to fight through shouting.

Thinking of this, the company commander ordered the communications officer to inform the battalion commander of the Beiyang Army's movements and suggest the artillery pause firing. On the other hand, he let the comrades who were shouting start to continue persuading them to surrender.

Just as the persuasion was ongoing, the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lying in ambush inside the tunnel heard movement at the Cao family's tunnel entrance. Soon the cover of the tunnel was lifted, and someone started to grope their way in. This tunnel passed through several abandoned cellars. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were lying in ambush inside the cellars. The one scouting the way was definitely a small soldier. The comrades hid in the dark and let them pass first. Sure enough, the people behind couldn't keep their cool. Someone was heard saying anxiously, "Brother Hu, let's go quickly. If we don't go, it'll be too late."

After saying this and getting no response, the person who spoke just now continued to persuade, "Brother Hu, at least let's go in and hide first."

Just at this moment, the Beiyang soldier scouting the path also returned from the front. "Battalion Commander, there's no one in the tunnel, and there doesn't seem to be anyone at the exit either."

That "Brother Hu" was silent for a moment first, but with the sound of shelling and the sound of walls collapsing, his endurance obviously reached its limit. "Go, bring that old thing from the Hu family, let's withdraw quickly."

A small group of people filed into the tunnel, and then the entrance to the Hu family's tunnel was closed again. A pleading voice sounded, "Commander Hu, I'll give you however much money you want, I just beg you to leave me my life. You can't kill me!"

"Shut your fucking mouth! I brought my brothers to your door, and as a result, now my brothers are all going to be lost here. Are you a spy for the People's Party, specifically setting up this ambush to deal with us? Speak honestly. If you're not honest, I'll shoot you right now!"

"I'm absolutely not a spy for the People's Party, I... I also don't know how they just came!" The pleading voice said with anxiety and fear.

"Brother Hu, this guy looks unreliable. Let's just kill him and go out ourselves," the person who previously urged to enter the tunnel said.

"Don't kill me! Don't kill me!" The pleading voice turned into a scream, followed by the muffled sound of someone's mouth being covered.

"Speak loudly again and I'll shoot you immediately!" Battalion Commander Hu shouted in a low voice. "If you want to live, lead the way honestly. If there's any more trouble, I'll shoot you first! Do you hear me!"

Although his mouth was covered, the one who had been begging for mercy squeezed out a sound of agreement through the fingers.

The soldiers waited quietly until all these people entered the ambush circle, then they suddenly turned on their flashlights. Under the sudden stimulation of the light beams, the group of people trying to flee were all dazzled. They subconsciously covered the light with their hands. By the time they got slightly used to the flashlight beams, they were already completely surrounded. Regardless of how fierce they were with their mouths just now, not a single one of this group put up a desperate resistance in this situation. Under the order of "Hands up," they all obediently raised their hands.

The matter of Battalion Commander Hu abandoning his brothers to flee for his own life was not discovered by these abandoned Beiyang soldiers. It wasn't until Battalion Commander Hu and his cronies were pushed in front of the Cao family courtyard, bound with ropes and looking dusty and dirty, that the Beiyang soldiers understood their situation. Even the battalion commander had been caught after secretly escaping; these Beiyang small soldiers completely lost the will to resist. After shouting one more time, they followed the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's order, raised their hands high, and walked out of the Cao family courtyard to surrender.

In this chaotic time, the Cao family luckily escaped the fate of being massacred. No one was killed. Except for some women who suffered groping and molestation, the Beiyang soldiers really didn't go so far as to do anything further.

However, the Beiyang Army and the captured tax collectors had absolutely no intention of letting the Cao family escape this calamity. Whether it was Battalion Commander Hu or the tax collectors, they didn't beg for mercy first, but directly started exposing the Cao family's collusion with the government officials and their attempt to kill the common people who were preparing to defect to the People's Party.

The comrades in the battalion were originally depressed because the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander advocated saving the lives of the Cao family members as much as possible. Just to put pressure on the Beiyang Army, a lot of shells were used. If these shells were used to bombard the inside of the Cao family courtyard, the Beiyang Army would probably have suffered over half casualties, and another charge would have completely solved these Beiyang soldiers. But after the Cao family's evil deeds were exposed, these comrades who had participated in land reform all thought of what kind of anger the Cao family's evil deeds would arouse in Caojiapu. And how much trouble this anger would reduce for the People's Party's work in Caojiapu.

These comrades looked at the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander with admiration. Many people had already decided in their hearts that once they had free time, they would ask the battalion political commissar and the battalion commander to explain "On Contradiction" properly again.



★


The Beginning of the End 17

Volume 5 - Chapter 92

❧ ❧ ❧


The Beginning of the End (17)

"Kill them!"

"Kill these bastards!"

The sun was vicious. Cao Yifeng lowered his head, the roar of hundreds of people becoming distant in his ears. The Public Trial Rally was being held on a flat piece of ground, attended by several hundred people from the entire village. First, the Beiyang Army captives and the tax collectors from the county tearfully confessed their deeds. When they heard that Cao Cuishan had actually colluded with the government to "suppress the unruly people" in order to try and keep his family's land, everyone roared in anger.

The common people were afraid of the government, and even more afraid of the Beiyang Army. After the Beiyang Army entered the village, those true "unruly people" had all been scared away. With the People's Party, which had annihilated the Beiyang Army, backing them up, this fear rebounded even more violently. If not for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army blocking the surging commoners, these people, driven by their lingering fear, would have beaten the Cao family members to death with their own hands. In fact, even though they were blocked, the masses started looking for clods of earth and such to throw at the Cao family.

Cao Yifeng no longer cared about this. When the Beiyang soldiers and the tax collectors pushed all the responsibility onto the Cao family, Cao Yifeng knew the Cao family was finished. The Beiyang Army's conduct meant they would absolutely massacre the common people. In Yuan Shikai's era, killing "unruly people" in Hebei was already notorious. The nickname "Butcher of the People" was not undeserved. The tax collectors and the captured Beiyang soldiers all publicly admitted that the government had ordered the "unruly people" to be killed. For these commoners, who had managed to "escape from the jaws of death" with great difficulty, a strong impulse to kill was boiling in their chests. Whether it was the Beiyang Army in front of them, the tax collectors, or Cao Cuishan's family, they had all once been people high above them. Now they were tied up tightly, no longer having their former glory. Even though their actions were blocked and the masses couldn't do it themselves, the shouts of "Kill them!" "Kill them!" rose wave after wave.

Throughout this entire operation, Cao Yifeng had suffered the most and experienced the most ups and downs. Betrayed by the government, betrayed by the Beiyang Army, and now spat upon by the whole village, Cao Yifeng felt nothing anymore. Since death was directly connected to eternal sleep, his already empty mind actually felt that this result wasn't bad. With no distracting thoughts in his heart, Cao Yifeng turned a deaf ear to the pleading and explanations of his father, the Beiyang soldiers, and the tax collectors. Closing his eyes under the vicious sun, Cao Yifeng felt a breeze blow against his face, and his skin immediately felt a coolness. This wave of comfort made Cao Yifeng feel calm, even giving him a very happy feeling. He couldn't help but smile.

"What are you smiling at?" A deep and powerful voice came from the side.

It didn't matter who asked; Cao Yifeng didn't even think to answer the question. Since it had come to this, why not enjoy the last coolness brought by the summer breeze before death?

Seeing Cao Yifeng so composed, the questioner became interested. He laughed, "It looks like you've admitted your guilt? Are you not afraid of death?"

"I'll die if I'm afraid, and I'll die if I'm not afraid. What's the difference?" Cao Yifeng said, still with his eyes closed. "The Beiyang Army says our Cao family is the chief culprit, and the People's Party also says our crimes are unpardonable. Falling into the hands of the villagers is also death. The handle of the knife is in other people's hands; what else can I say?"

The speaker couldn't help but laugh after hearing this. After laughing a few times, he said, "Hehe, I remember your name is Cao Yifeng, right?"

The other party was neither overbearing nor cynical. Cao Yifeng opened his eyes and looked over. The person in front of him was a high-ranking officer in the People's Party command whom he had seen before. At least those People's Party soldiers were very obedient to him.

"I am Cao Yifeng." Cao Yifeng didn't waste words.

"Did you go to the county seat to invite the Beiyang Army?" the man continued to ask.

"Yes." Cao Yifeng answered concisely and briskly.

This kind of answer, neither begging for mercy nor shirking responsibility, interested the questioner very much. He asked the initial question again, "Then what were you smiling at?"

" The wind blowing is very cool." Cao Yifeng answered frankly.

"Haha, interesting." The speaker said this, then turned his head and paid no more attention to Cao Yifeng.

Cao Yifeng originally thought the man would say something more, but he didn't expect the man to stop speaking completely and instead focus on watching the Public Trial Rally. Being interrupted like this, the mood of enjoyment just now could not continue. Sorrow suddenly rose from within Cao Yifeng. He refused to cry loudly in public, forcefully holding back the sound of crying, but tears gushed out of his eyes.

When the Public Trial Rally ended, the People's Party announced that Caojiapu would come under the rule of the People's Party, and at the same time, Land Reform would be implemented in Caojiapu. As an active counter-revolutionary, Cao Cuishan was sentenced to death, and punished with the confiscation of the Cao family's property. Regarding the decision for the rest of the Cao family, the People's Party members did not mention it. And when the masses learned the news that tax collection would be waived this year and that every household would be distributed land, coupled with the fact that Cao Cuishan had already paid with his life for his counter-revolutionary acts, thunderous cheers erupted. Everyone didn't care about the fate of the rest of the Cao family.

The People's Party followed the instructions of the Party Central Committee: all execution actions during the Land Reform must be carried out by the People's Party. This was also something Chen Ke had specially emphasized. While mobilizing the masses, the masses must be organized. The boiling vengeful emotions of the masses were understandable, but administrative and judicial power must be firmly held in the hands of the People's Party. This is the most basic power of a government, and a power that absolutely cannot be delegated to others. Throwing criminals among the people and letting the people hack them to pieces might seem very satisfying and reasonable, but from a management perspective, this is a completely irresponsible approach.

This clear regulation began during the People's Party's earliest revolution in Anhui. Xiong Mingyang, the current political commissar of the Henan Military Region, had once personally beheaded a landlord's daughter when attacking a fortified village. Some comrades felt that Xiong Mingyang's action was a bit too ruthless. Coupled with some internal contradictions within the Party, some people suggested whether the people should decide the life and death of these fellows from the old era.

Chen Ke originally made no comment on Xiong Mingyang's approach, but when he heard someone take the opportunity to suggest that the people decide the life and death of landlords, he immediately expressed his opposition clearly. "Our revolution is not just a carnival. It's not that everyone can kill whoever they want just because they are happy at the moment! Revolution is an action to establish a brand-new social system. While destroying, we must begin to build. All judicial powers, including execution, must be held in the hands of our People's Party." Since Chen Ke set the tone, this judicial clause was clearly stipulated in the Land Reform implementation measures.

Cao Yifeng naturally didn't know these things. He discovered that he wasn't dead for the time being, but he didn't feel the joy of surviving a disaster. Since the Cao family had been abandoned by all their former backers and the villagers, Cao Yifeng was completely unoptimistic about what fate awaited them after falling into the hands of the People's Party.

Caojiapu was very close to Henan, so the sayings and old adages were about the same. There was a saying: "It's easy for those who die first, hard for those who die later!" Cao Yifeng's father, Cao Cuishan, died for his choice, which was clean and neat. When storytellers spoke of how high officials dealt with people in the past, they loved to say, " The death penalty can be avoided, but living punishment cannot be escaped." In the stories continued by this sentence, a considerable number of characters in the books were "unable to live, unable to die." If it was this kind of "dying later" method, it would be better to let someone kill him cleanly with one slash.

The People's Party did not keep the Cao family members, the Beiyang Army soldiers, and the tax collectors in Caojiapu. The large troop contingent took them south. They spent a day traveling into Henan in the sweltering heat. All the women among the dozen or so members of the Cao family were riding a train for the first time. Under the escort of soldiers with live ammunition, the train traveled for more than half a day and transported these people to Anyang. A concentration camp was built on a large piece of land outside Anyang City. Wooden fences, barbed wire, tall watchtowers, searchlights, and guards patrolling with big dogs. This grand scale and stern style, modeled after later German architecture, made this group of people dare not resist in the slightest. After being screened, the Cao family and the Beiyang Army were separated by gender and sent into the concentration camp.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care much about this group of local moneybags from the Cao family, and cared even less about the former bandits who had been captured. Regarding the current war of unprecedented scale, the Party Central Committee also felt somewhat troubled about the captives internally. For Chen Ke, the current Beiyang Army was not the Kuomintang Army during the War of Liberation. The Kuomintang Army at that time was filled with terrible cruel oppression, so many "liberated soldiers" could be captured in the morning, reformed at noon, and become revolutionary soldiers joining the battle in the afternoon. That was the result of the great "Speak Bitterness" meetings.

The Kuomintang back then conscripted men, treating soldiers like slaves. Profound class oppression brought about extreme resistance from the soldiers of the Kuomintang troops. For those liberated soldiers, they fundamentally didn't regard the People's Party as an enemy; their own superiors were the biggest enemies. The Beiyang Army of 1915 also had oppression, but the Beiyang Army was still a mercenary army after all. Yuan Shikai gave pay to this army, and theoretically, there were tax exemption measures for the families of soldiers from the Hebei region. Compared with Baldy Chiang's army, the Beiyang Army the People's Party faced could be called happy.

Historically, when the Beiyang Army expanded greatly, they frantically recruited bandits from all over. The Beiyang Army Chen Ke faced was also like this. Because the casualty rate in Baldy's army during the war against Japan was too high, by the time of the War of Liberation, the soldiers were basically ordinary commoners who had been press-ganged. What ordinary commoners sought was to live a stable life after the war ended, so "Speak Bitterness" meetings were useful for them. But what bitterness did these bandits have to speak of? Especially the habitual bandits of many years. Historically, during the Red Army era, it wasn't that they hadn't used this bunch. The Red Army generals didn't have a high evaluation of these people. Later, they would rather spend several times more time training good commoners who had never touched a gun than easily absorb these people.

Chen Ke didn't quite understand why these things were so before, but after personally engaging in revolution, he understood. Bandits were not peasant uprising armies; they belonged to the "lumpenproletariat" class. They proved by participating in bandit activities that they were unwilling to work. Moreover, after becoming bandits and separating from productive labor, relying on looting to eat and drink well, it was not an easy task to make them get used to labor again. Trying to rely on "Speak Bitterness" meetings to reform their thinking was even more difficult. The pain of bandits in their bandit careers was basically that they didn't rob enough or ruthlessly enough. The bandit chiefs fought fiercely among themselves, one singing after another left the stage. It was also hard to link their cajoling and oppression of the bandits underneath to class oppression. Back when He Zudao was suppressing bandits in Jiangxi, there were quite a few bandit members in the troops. During the Rectification Movement, Jiangxi was rectified the most ruthlessly. It wasn't until almost all cadres and soldiers of bandit origin were discharged that the ethos of the Jiangxi troops was thoroughly turned around.

In the current war, the possibility of release didn't exist either. The Beiyang Army was destined to be captured on a large scale. If released, even if the captives didn't return to the Beiyang Army, they would drift among the people and harm various places. After discussion, the People's Party Central Committee finally decided to handle the POW issue by establishing large-scale concentration camps and labor reform detachments. The POW camp in Anyang was a transit station used for containment, screening, and further transfer.

The current stalemate also ended with the conclusion of the summer harvest in Henan. The Beiyang Army's will to fight was too weak. The Henan Provincial Committee of the People's Party hadn't expected the Beiyang Army to hesitate and not dare to advance, actually allowing Henan to successfully complete the summer harvest in the area north of the Yellow River. Since Beiyang gave the People's Party a chance, the People's Party wouldn't waste it. Now that the food supply was fully guaranteed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's offensive also began.

On June 18, 1915, Chai Qingguo, commander of the Henan Military Region, formally signed his name on the *Handan Campaign Offensive Order*. The first target was Linzhang County, which was close at hand to Anyang, Henan.
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"Are the Beiyang Army all turtles? The moment we arrive, they hide inside the city!" The commander of the vanguard regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a quick temper. As soon as the Revolutionary Army approached Linzhang County, the Beiyang Army troops that were once outside the city withdrew into the county seat for defense. The county seat wasn't large; stuffing nearly ten thousand men and horses inside made the defense as solid as an iron bucket.

The commissar wasn't anxious at all. Facing such Beiyang Army troops, the rural work was much simpler than imagined. "Crops don't grow inside the county seat, so what are we afraid of? Can this bunch of Beiyang troops go without eating? We should hurry up and send troops to assist the fellow villagers in harvesting the summer grain. The 'Sixteen-Character Mantra' puts it clearly: 'When the enemy camps, we harass.' Since they are in the county seat, we'll send artillery to constantly harass them and feign an attack on the city."

"You sure can keep your cool. What if the Beiyang Army comes out of the city?" The commander wasn't as optimistic as the commissar.

"If they come out, we fight them. The fields in Hebei are crisscrossed with ditches and canals; we can fight a defensive battle at any time. Small groups of Beiyang troops can't withstand a fight, and if a large group comes out, we'll hold them first and then surround and annihilate them." The commissar described the battle as if it were as simple as eating a meal.

Seeing the commissar so composed, the commander couldn't help but mock himself, "I'm being lazy again."

"Everyone is lazy!" The commissar laughed. "I don't want to expend so much effort either, but how can we defeat the enemy without doing it? After the grain harvest is complete, the Beiyang Army will have no source of grain here in Linzhang. The follow-up troops will be coming up soon, and this grain will be enough for everyone to eat for some time. According to the intelligence we've gathered, the grain inside Linzhang City is only enough for half a month. I don't believe the Beiyang Army's silver dollars can magically turn into grain."

In the summer campaign of 1915, the People's Party choked the Beiyang Army at its critical point: grain shortage. As long as they competed tit-for-tat with the Beiyang Army for the countryside, they could crush the Beiyang Army by starving them alone. The harvest in the north was later than in the south, and the People's Party's battle line advanced step by step along the harvest line. The opposing Beiyang Army seemed to have completely failed to understand this point and still foolishly defended the cities. The cadres and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't understand how the brains of the Beiyang Army worked.

Although there was only one regiment of vanguard troops, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still rapidly sent more than half of its troops to the countryside. And this boldness was quickly rewarded. On June 20, just as Hebei generally began to enter the initial summer harvest, two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely surrounded Linzhang County. The number of soldiers participating in the harvest increased greatly.

In Handan, less than a hundred *li* from Linzhang County, Wu Peifu completely failed to understand what the People's Party wanted to do. According to the Beiyang operational concept, one either attacked important cities or defended important cities to the death; all battles revolved around key points. The opposing People's Party seemed to be everywhere, yet large-scale battles never commenced. Telegrams urging battle from Beijing came one after another. Holding to the war concept of "know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger," Wu Peifu wanted to first determine where the People's Party's main force was.

It wasn't until June 19 that Wu Peifu determined that the main force of the People's Party was gathering in Linzhang County. Linzhang was a major grain-producing county, which fit Wu Peifu's judgment. Since that was the case, Wu Peifu dispatched his troops.

But things were not that simple. The Beiyang Army spent three whole days to travel just over 40 *li* of the 100 *li* journey. After the main force of the Beiyang Army moved out, they were first bombed by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. To be honest, a four-kilogram bomb or a strafing of two or three hundred machine-gun bullets simply couldn't cause many casualties. For a force of ten thousand men, four or five hundred casualties could be almost ignored.

But this statistical method was for Wu Peifu. Four or five hundred men was only 0.5% of a Beiyang Army corps' strength, but for every Beiyang officer and soldier, there were only two states: injured or not injured. This was a 100% probability. The number of people a plane could kill or wound each time was very limited, but the Beiyang Army troops who witnessed these gods of death descending from the sky and slaughtering wantonly numbered in the tens or hundreds of times that amount. The Beiyang Army had absolutely no method to cope and could only be one-sidedly slaughtered by the buzzing machines in the sky. The sharp whistling sound of bombs tearing through the air raised every Beiyang soldier's heart to their throat. The sound of explosions rang out, followed by the sound of crying for fathers and mothers. This was no longer a march but an execution.

At first, the Beiyang Army stood there and took the bombing. Later, hearing the whistle of planes or bombs, regardless of whether the bombs were coming in their direction, the main body of the Beiyang Army would scramble and crawl to hide by the roadside. Once the troops dispersed, it took a long time to gather them again. What annoyed the Beiyang officers even more was that the more they hid, the more the soldiers understood that the closer they were to the main road, the higher the chance of being hit by bombs, so they ran further and further away from the roadside. This brought even greater trouble to regrouping the troops. After learning to evade, the number of casualties in the Beiyang Army dropped rapidly, but the marching speed could not be described as "declining" but rather "plummeting." The march that was originally planned to be completed in two days had now taken three days to cover just half the distance.

The sluggishness of the Beiyang Army greatly exceeded the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's expectations. It was impossible to scrap the original military plan and start over. The first step adjusted was the encirclement and annihilation of the enemy in Linzhang County. In the original plan, Linzhang County was to be the site of a decisive battle between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Beiyang rescue troops. Since Wu Peifu was ineffective, Chai Qingguo had to use a butcher's knife to kill a chicken and committed a corps originally intended for battle to the siege of annihilation.

Of course, the real battle didn't require filling it with human lives; the main force of the war was the artillery brigade directly under the corps. The weather was clear during the summer harvest, and the visibility range was huge. Under the guidance of the air force, the artillery accurately positioned its firepower on the enemy-packed city walls and several assembly points after a few rounds of test firing.

After firing only a little over two hundred shells, Chai Qingguo felt the pinch. Although nearly ten thousand shells were prepared for the battle, the number of 75mm guns wasn't large. "Why hasn't the air force dropped surrender leaflets yet?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"Don't rush, isn't it starting now?" said Xiong Mingyang, the political commissar of the Henan Military Region, whom he trusted. Sure enough, snow-like specks began to appear under the planes, drifting and falling into Linzhang County seat.

After another while, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent someone to shout and persuade them to surrender. The defenders inside the city certainly refused to surrender; they bluntly requested the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let them go.

"Let them go? What are they thinking? Continue shelling!" Chai Qingguo couldn't be bothered to say more. After firing another two hundred or so shells, a white flag was raised on the city wall. After all, stuffing ten thousand people inside the city resulted in too high a density. The dense positions outside the city blocked the enemy's escape route tight; they had no other way but to surrender.

Having solved the enemy in Linzhang County, the next object of consideration was Wu Peifu, who was on the road. The enemy in Handan numbered over two hundred thousand, and Wu Peifu brought out one hundred thousand this time. In the original plan, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would fight a decisive battle with this reinforcement force in Linzhang County. In the distance of less than a hundred *li* between them, besieging a point to strike the reinforcements was very convenient. Now Wu Peifu had only walked 40 *li*. If the weather conditions were good and one had sharp eyes, one could see 40 *li* away at a glance. At such an awkward distance, a battle of encirclement and annihilation became extremely tricky.

"Dividing the enemy and annihilating them one by one is correct. If there is a glimmer of possibility, we must fight a battle of annihilation. If we let all two hundred thousand enemy troops retreat into Handan, attacking it would be too troublesome." Like other commissars of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Xiong Mingyang was a soldier with outstanding battle achievements.

Chai Qingguo didn't mind the debate. Although he was the commander, in the Military Region Party Committee, he was only a standing committee member and deputy secretary of the Party Committee. The senior commanders were all Party members, so the Party Committee meeting was practically equivalent to an operational meeting. He drew a line on the map with his finger. "Which unit can hold this line and cut off the Beiyang Army? Can we do it? There are one hundred thousand troops on both sides of this line."

Chai Qingguo was commanding three field corps this time, totaling three hundred thousand troops. The three corps commanders and twelve division commanders were all graduates of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Academy. "Fighting battles of annihilation" and "dividing and encircling" were everyone's common line of thought. As long as it was possible, these senior commanders would make such a choice without hesitation. Therefore, they could completely understand what the line Chai Qingguo drew meant. The Beiyang Army wouldn't wait to die with their hands tied; once they found themselves surrounded, both those breaking out and those rescuing would fight with their lives. This defensive line would bear terrible pressure from the enemy. These comrades weren't afraid of death, but failure meant a major setback for the entire campaign. No one dared to easily step forward to state their position. The expectation of three hundred thousand people felt heavy just thinking about it.

"How about I take troops up there?" Deputy Commander of the Military Region Yang Baogui broke the silence. "Which unit is willing to go up with me?"

Everyone's eyes fell on Yang Baogui. Given the combat effectiveness displayed by the Beiyang Army at present, they weren't afraid of fighting. However, the fact that no one had proposed changing the idea of the battle of encirclement and annihilation until now made the comrades feel the headquarters' firm determination.

"Why must we fight such a tough battle? Can't we just besiege them?" Gu Lu, the acting corps commander of the 12th Corps, finally couldn't help speaking. The 12th Corps was an engineering corps, not a field corps, but the liberation of Hebei couldn't do without engineers. Needless to say, land surveying alone required a large number of engineering personnel, and river course rectification required engineering troops even more. In the past few days, the engineering troops had shouldered the vast majority of the labor for the harvest work in Linzhang County.

Since it was a discussion meeting, everyone could say whatever they wanted, not to mention that Gu Lu's question was not unreasonable at all.

Yang Baogui answered this question, "The Beiyang reinforcements will likely come to rescue Handan. Before they come to the rescue, after we destroy this force that came out, we can storm Handan. Once the two hundred thousand enemy troops in Handan are annihilated, the Beiyang clique will be tantamount to having an arm broken."

Gu Lu was not a pure military commander, so he hadn't spoken much on previous campaign planning. After listening to Yang Baogui, Gu Lu fell silent for a moment before replying, "Handan is just a corner of Hebei. If we capture Handan, it's impossible for the Beiyang Army to risk their lives to retake Handan no matter what. They will only consider rescue when there are still enemy troops in Handan. Since we insist on fighting the Beiyang Army on the plains, why not drag the Beiyang Army out to fight? Everyone says Wu Peifu is a very capable fighter in the Beiyang Army. If such a capable unit moves like a snail under air raids, why would other Beiyang troops be more capable than Wu Peifu? Moreover, if the Beiyang Army forcibly comes to the rescue, wouldn't it be fine for us to focus on fighting the Beiyang reinforcements? I firmly support fighting battles of annihilation and destroying the enemy's effective strength. But Beiyang isn't just Wu Peifu's army. If we can annihilate 100,000 or 200,000 reinforcements, the Beiyang Army will either order Wu Peifu to break out or let Wu Peifu defend stubbornly on his own. In either case, we can annihilate Wu Peifu more easily. I don't support fighting such a tough battle right now."

Yang Baogui's eyes went wide. In the original operational plan, the hope was to thoroughly annihilate Wu Peifu's aid troops when Wu Peifu rescued Linzhang County, and then cut off Wu Peifu's connection with the Beiyang clique to deal with him at leisure. His operational thinking was entirely a variation of this plan, while Gu Lu's suggestion was a total change to the current plan. Although he couldn't point out what was wrong with Gu Lu's view in such a short time, Yang Baogui absolutely couldn't accept it. He stood there tongue-tied, unable to speak.

Gu Lu's suggestion was not without supporters among other senior commanders. The commander of the 18th Corps thought for a while and spoke, "I think Comrade Gu Lu's suggestion makes sense. Although we haven't formally fought Wu Peifu, their marching ability is far worse than we thought. Even if they gradually get used to our air force's harassment later, I don't think Wu Peifu is likely to perform too specifically in field battles. Moreover, the Beiyang Army is still short of grain, and a protracted war is very unfavorable to the Beiyang Army. The current situation is that we are rushing to harvest grain, and the troops are somewhat exhausted. If we can get a few days of rest, it should be very good for the next step of operations."

Yang Baogui couldn't help rebutting, "We must exert our capability for continuous combat..."

"Continuous combat is forced when there's no other way. We can fight continuously now because we rely on railway transport. If we marched entirely on two legs, the troops' combat effectiveness would also be greatly discounted. And our combat goal hasn't failed; the initial goal was to give the enemy in Handan a fierce blow and then cut off the connection between the enemy in Handan and the enemy in Beijing. Implementing mobile warfare in the Handan area to seek the annihilation of more enemies."

"But the difference between having one hundred thousand or two hundred thousand men in Handan is still very big." Yang Baogui also grasped a certain key point in the argument.

Amidst the endless debate, more and more comrades began to participate. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no experience in large-scale combat with Beiyang, and even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army itself lacked experience in large-scale operations with hundreds of thousands of troops. In the end, they couldn't argue out a result, and everyone looked to Commander Chai Qingguo, hoping to see his intention.

Chai Qingguo lived up to expectations. He said, "My intention is for the 18th Corps to dispatch two divisions to assume a pincer posture against the Beiyang Army from the north and south. The original operational plan planned it this way; we might as well execute it this way."

"Commander Chai, if you want to make everything perfect, it's very likely you'll get nothing in the end," Yang Baogui put forward his own view.

"Commander Chai, isn't doing this a bit like 'marking the boat to find the sword'?" The 18th Corps commander found it a bit unacceptable.

Chai Qingguo found these two statements quite interesting. Yang Baogui felt Chai Qingguo wasn't decisive enough, while the 18th Corps commander felt Chai Qingguo was stuck in a rut. Chai Qingguo laughed, "Comrades, it's unlikely for me to commit both 'Left' and 'Right' errors at the same time. I actually quite agree with Comrade Gu Lu's idea. Since the war situation has changed, our deployment must also change. The reason for doing this is to see what the Beiyang Army plans to do next. Moreover, Wu Peifu's performance makes me feel that he is probably even worse than we thought. Even if he hasn't had contact with the air force, he shouldn't have made such a big joke during the march."

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the military chief was responsible for military actions, and even the political commissar could not interfere with military actions. If the political commissar felt that the military chief was directing improperly or lacked ability, they could convene a Party Committee meeting to relieve the military commander of their command and elect a new military commander. But before the political commissar formally passed the Party Committee resolution to take over command, military actions must obey the military chief's orders.

So no matter how many doubts they had in their hearts, since Chai Qingguo had given the order, the comrades no longer stubbornly objected. On the afternoon of October 22, two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 18th Corps began to set out towards the north and south of the Beiyang Wu Peifu Field Group.
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Yang Baogui, as the Deputy Commander of the Henan Military District, volunteered to set off with the Northern Route Army. Chai Qingguo, a fierce general who had participated in the Qingdao Campaign, possessed a strong offensive spirit. If he insisted on keeping a capable officer like Yang Baogui cooped up in the headquarters, Yang Baogui certainly wouldn't be happy about it. However, if he let him go with the Northern Route Army, Yang Baogui would definitely be commanding above his level.

To be fair, Chai Qingguo hadn't given up on the idea of annihilating Wu Peifu's field army group. Since Yang Baogui had such an offensive spirit, Chai Qingguo made a decision that surprised his comrades. He ordered Yang Baogui to lead Gu Lu's 12th Army north to make military preparations between Handan and Xingtai. The 12th Army was an engineering corps, but engineering troops didn't just focus on construction. In a year, they never missed out on three months of basic military training. Their individual equipment was much better than that of the Beiyang Army. The entire army only lacked "75mm heavy artillery" compared to the field armies. And because the engineering troops had extensive construction experience, the field armies admitted they were inferior when it came to digging positions and using explosives. Combat engineers all had to go to the engineering corps for training.

"Comrade Yang Baogui, I will explain this to you one last time. I am not asking you to take the 12th Army to attack Beijing, but to prepare for the next phase of the campaign. So you cannot take it upon yourself to lead troops into battle. Furthermore, you will join the 12th Army's Military Party Committee immediately. Comrade Gu Lu is the Political Commissar and Acting Commander of the 12th Army. In the Party Committee meetings, Comrade Gu Lu is the Party Secretary." Chai Qingguo emphasized the relationship between them to Yang Baogui and Gu Lu.

Gu Lu was never a comrade who didn't know his place. He smiled and said, "Deputy Commander Yang has a lot of combat experience. If we encounter combat issues, we will definitely listen to Deputy Commander Yang's suggestions."

Yang Baogui had always heard that Gu Lu was deeply valued by Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo, and Gu Lu had also recently straightforwardly opposed Chai Qingguo's operational plan. But he didn't expect Gu Lu to have such a clear understanding of this temporary team arrangement. Yang Baogui couldn't help but be greatly surprised.

Since Gu Lu was so reliable, Yang Baogui's confrontational mindset weakened, and he had time to consider serious matters. He couldn't help but ask, "What if the Beiyang forces quickly mobilize troops south?"

Seeing that Yang Baogui finally understood his position, Chai Qingguo felt relieved. "Sending you there is for you to make military preparations. There will be plenty of battles to fight later. We have absolutely no mass base in Hebei. The only thing we can rely on is this railway line. After you go north, you must cut off this railway line for me. If the Beiyang Army wants to move south, I will have the Air Force do their best to contain their march. Sending you, Comrade Yang Baogui, is for you to coordinate the relationship between the two sides."

After Chai Qingguo finished speaking, seeing a look of joy on Yang Baogui's face, he quickly continued to hammer the point home. "I asked you to coordinate, not to command battles in the name of the Deputy Commander. You must remember this clearly."

Someone who could become a Military District Deputy Commander was naturally not a fool. Seeing Chai Qingguo's repeated exhortations, Yang Baogui didn't get angry. "Don't worry, I will definitely complete this task resolutely. However, our troop numbers are insufficient. If the Beiyang Army really jumps over the wall like a desperate dog and moves south in large numbers, I can't guarantee that combat won't occur."

Chai Qingguo was naturally very clear about this. If he wasn't worried about the Beiyang Army moving south, he wouldn't have needed to send Yang Baogui north. "In short, you are not allowed to attack on your own initiative. You must achieve this. Troops will never be enough. The Beiyang Army in Hebei has at most 1.2 million troops capable of fighting. The Shandong Military District might have to face 600,000. We still have two armies as follow-up forces. You just focus on completing the forward preparation work."

"Yes!" Yang Baogui saluted Chai Qingguo.

After seeing off Yang Baogui and Gu Lu, Chai Qingguo ordered the other troops to rest immediately. Given Wu Peifu's current performance, heaven knows what tricks he might come up with. As the saying goes, chaotic punches kill the old master. If it were a skilled enemy, it would be easier to predict the tactics they might use, after all, there are only so many reasonable tactics. But if Wu Peifu acted recklessly, although he would certainly fail, it would cause some trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At this time, rather than making preparations blindly, it was better to hurry up and rest, and be ready to enter combat at any time.

After the order was passed down, Chai Qingguo looked at the map and suddenly remembered a military saying: "Strike later but arrive first." According to Chen Ke, this was a concept mentioned in Laozi's *Tao Te Ching*. Do not strive to be first, but by acting later one will arrive first. Translated into the language of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, that was: "We won't fire the first shot, but the enemy shouldn't think about firing the second shot." To achieve this, one must "know oneself." If one doesn't even know what level the troops can perform to, acting first would just mean waiting to face all sorts of chaos in one's own troops. But so far, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't had any problems; instead, the enemy had started to make a joke of themselves.

Since the decision had been made, Chai Qingguo simply stopped thinking about it. As a commander, the position was more about taking responsibility. Being anxious was just another reason for Chai Qingguo to command over his subordinates' heads. So Chai Qingguo simply lay down to sleep for a while. At this moment, ensuring abundant energy was the best thing Chai Qingguo could do. The war had only just begun.

While Chai Qingguo was sound asleep, Wu Peifu, marching some thirty li away from Chai Qingguo, had no way to sleep soundly. The harassment by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force left Wu Peifu completely unable to cope. On the afternoon of the 22nd, Wu Peifu suffered a heavy blow.

In order to rectify the soldiers, Wu Peifu ordered the commanders of all units not to hide when planes came, but to stand on the main road to command. Logically speaking, this method wasn't entirely wrong. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army practiced equality between officers and soldiers; in the face of an air raid, there was no reason for officers to run for their lives first. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army talked about science and democracy. Facing an air raid, they absolutely wouldn't foolishly stand there and get bombed. But the Beiyang Army's tradition was "victory through courage." Wu Peifu had been able to repel the Japanese army in Rizhao by relying on this fierceness. So when the planes started the air raid, a division commander whom Wu Peifu favored implemented the military order, personally leading a team of his own guards to stand on the main road and curse the soldiers hiding by the roadside.

At the beginning of the bombing, it was fine. The bombs kicked up rubble and smoke on the road, and because the officers were standing sparsely, no one was injured. But they never expected that the Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would suddenly dive down and unleash a barrage of machine-gun fire at that division commander and his guards. The division commander was caught off guard, hit by six bullets, and died instantly. Wu Peifu was shocked when he received the news. He never imagined that the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could accurately see targets on the ground. It wasn't just Wu Peifu; the other officers who heard the news were all badly frightened.

This was, of course, a misunderstanding the Beiyang Army had about the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Wu Peifu and the others naturally didn't know the characteristics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Because the current planes were extremely fragile, if they were hit by a few shots, they might crash. Therefore, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force units carried out air raids from outside the Beiyang Army's firing range. But when the Beiyang troops hid by the roadside to avoid bombs, that group of people on the road became excellent targets. The air force soldier who dive-strafed was a very young corporal pilot. The reason he did this was simply because he had joined the air force for a short time, and the earliest dive-strafing prohibited new comrades from participating. But after the Beiyang Army fled to the roadside and the road surface was safe, there was still a group of guys "who didn't know Ma Wangye had three eyes" gesticulating on the road, so he took it upon himself to dive and shoot. Choosing this division commander couldn't possibly be because of sharp eyes; it was simply because this division commander had many guards and was a large target.

After the young pilot returned to the airfield, he was pulled out by the flight squadron leader and criticized. The squadron leader ordered this pilot to make a public self-criticism in the attitude of being responsible for revolutionary work, and to guarantee that he would never do such unorganized and undisciplined things again in the future. Wu Peifu certainly didn't know these details. He didn't know right now that after this campaign, this incident would become a classic ideological work case for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Disobeying orders and disobeying command was not acceptable, no matter how great the results achieved. Criticism should be given where due, and punishment should be given where due.

Since the Beiyang Army believed that the planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could observe ground intelligence extremely accurately, their actions became even more restricted. The officers were all on tenterhooks, afraid that if they exposed themselves outside the soldiers again, they would be killed. Wu Peifu's action, originally intended to boost morale, instead dealt a huge blow to the troops' morale.

Now, only some thirty li from Linzhang County, Wu Peifu absolutely could not accept retreating to Handan in disgrace after setting out with such fanfare. Not to mention Wu Peifu's own self-esteem wouldn't allow it, Yuan Shikai in Beijing also couldn't accept such an action from Wu Peifu. The result of consulting with his subordinates was a suggestion: "Commander, why don't we march at night? If we don't light torches, we should be fine in the dark. So far, we haven't seen the People's Party planes come out at night."

This suggestion was approved by the majority of the officers. Now, as long as they moved during the day, whether advancing or retreating, they would be attacked from the air. Instead of that, it was better to march at night. Being so close to Linzhang County, they could get there in one night.

Wu Peifu immediately expressed his agreement. As a fierce general, Wu Peifu didn't think he would suffer any losses in a head-on battle with the People's Party. So after nightfall, the Beiyang Army only rested slightly before continuing to set out.

The reconnaissance units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had never given up their reconnaissance of the Beiyang Army, plus there were insiders from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army within Wu Peifu's troops. The news that the Beiyang Army was preparing for a night march quickly reached the headquarters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Chai Qingguo had already slept for a while. After hearing this news, he didn't make any judgment immediately. He went out to take a cold shower first. Standing in the headquarters courtyard, dripping wet, Chai Qingguo suddenly laughed loudly, "This Wu Peifu really has guts!"

The "Sixteen Character Mantra" emphasized harassment warfare. One of the basic subjects of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was night harassment combat. If it were a small Beiyang unit marching, it might be fine. But a hundred thousand troops marching at night, this was clearly asking for a beating. Seeing the sky starting to dim, Chai Qingguo immediately ordered all senior commanders to be summoned for a meeting. At the same time, Chai Qingguo directly found the army's direct-reporting Reconnaissance Battalion and ordered this elite unit to immediately enter night attack combat. "You don't need to consider too much, like what battle results, or how many enemies to annihilate. Don't think about any of that. If the Beiyang Army marches at night, don't let the Beiyang Army sleep tonight, and you will get the first merit!"

"Guaranteed to complete the mission!" The Reconnaissance Battalion Commander saluted excitedly and left.

When the commanders arrived, the Reconnaissance Battalion had already set off. After listening to the situation introduced by Chai Qingguo, the commanders looked at each other. None of them expected that the war would present such a huge opportunity at this point.
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The End of the Beginning (3)

If one hundred thousand people stood hand in hand, spaced one meter apart, they would stretch out for 100 kilometers, or 200 li. If they stood with arms fully extended holding hands, this figure could increase to 1.5 times that amount. Logically speaking, it should be impossible for Wu Peifu to cover only 40 li in three days. However, large-scale marching isn't just a matter of forming a single long line from start to finish. The movement of a large force primarily involves route planning and a series of preparations by large marching units, which are further divided into several smaller marching units.

Since they had learned from Germany, route planning, scheduling, and logistics should have been the responsibility of the staff department. The weather was sweltering, and Wu Peifu's Chief of Staff, soaked in sweat, endured Wu Peifu's angry scolding. Theoretically, this scolding wasn't unjust. The Chief of Staff didn't dare say a word, though he cursed Wu Peifu in his heart. Although the Beiyang Army's staff department had studied the German General Staff system, its implementation in reality was basically better than nothing. The military commanders of various units held all the power. As a feudal power distribution system, this was perfectly normal. Power comes from above, so the superior naturally held all authority, and all subordinates had to be unconditionally responsible to their superior. But modern military command was completely incompatible with this kind of power structure. When the Beiyang Army had only six divisions and less than 80,000 men, this model might have been maintained to some extent. But when the Beiyang Army expanded to over a million men, the old traditional model became a disaster.

However, these were not excuses. As an army that had received formal Western military education, the Beiyang Army should have understood the most basic knowledge of marching. But China in 1915 did not have the infrastructure of 21st-century China with its crisscrossing railways and dense highway networks. There were only a few roads capable of supporting large troop movements. As soon as the main Beiyang force left Handan, the People's Party Air Force immediately bombed several main roads. Every time the Beiyang Army was strafed and bombed by planes, chaos ensued. Once the front fell into disorder, the road became blocked. By the time they reorganized the troops, time had been wasted. Yet Wu Peifu completely lacked the guts to send smaller scale troops to attack alone. Sending ten or twenty thousand men to attack the People's Party would be delivering meat to the chopping block; only a large force could conduct effective combat.

This unprecedented situation made Wu Peifu incredibly furious, but fury aside, the troops simply couldn't deploy. This pent-up resentment was vented onto the Chief of Staff.

The Chief of Staff naturally felt wronged. The Beiyang Army lacked this kind of large corps operation training. More importantly, the Beiyang Army's war mentality was entirely based on the decisive battle mode. Both sides would line up hundreds of thousands of troops along a long battlefront to wage war. The People's Party opposite the Beiyang Army didn't use this mode at all; the war presented a situation where it could unfold anytime, anywhere. In the previous scout skirmishes, the People's Party attacked everywhere, moving erratically, their presence visible everywhere. Now, not only on the ground, but the war had even unfolded in the sky. They hadn't even had time to analyze these brand-new situations, let alone find corresponding solutions. As for Wu Peifu, it was the same old routine: cursing subordinates for disobeying orders, cursing the Chief of Staff for incompetence. The Chief of Staff thought to himself: The division commanders who obeyed orders are all dead. What use is there for you, Wu Peifu, to keep making such a fuss?

Fortunately, Wu Peifu was not an incompetent person. He knew very well that cursing his subordinates when he was in a bad mood wouldn't solve practical problems. As the supreme commander, Wu Peifu still had a kind of appreciation for his troops. To have not collapsed while camping amidst repeated evasions and regrouping was already a sign of quite remarkable military discipline. However, after several days of tossing and turning like this, the morale of Wu Peifu's subordinates was wavering. Not being able to cover a distance of less than a hundred li—for Wu Peifu, this was not just a humiliation, but a huge joke. Wu Peifu firmly believed that fighting ultimately depended on morale. Now that morale was frustrated, if they couldn't lead the troops to fight their way to Linzhang and instead retreated to Handan with their tails between their legs, would the Beiyang Army still dare to fight when the People's Party planes appeared in the future?

"We must reach Linzhang County even if we march all night," Wu Peifu roared at the Chief of Staff.

Holding onto his last shred of responsibility, the Chief of Staff said, "Marshal, tonight is absolutely impossible. Our marching plans were all prepared for the daytime. If we don't send many troops, it will be useless. If we send many, we are underprepared for tonight. It would be better to prepare tomorrow during the day and march tomorrow night."

"Send a brigade to advance first tonight." Wu Peifu had not lost his reason. Large-scale night marching was inherently troublesome. Let alone a hundred thousand men, moving a division of twenty thousand men would be a disaster. A brigade of around ten thousand men was the limit. Regardless of whether the Chief of Staff was willing or not, Wu Peifu ordered his directly subordinate 1st Brigade of the 1st Division of the 4th Army to advance towards Linzhang County. This was the unit he trusted most.

After receiving the order, the officers and soldiers of the 1st Brigade didn't have the excitement of "winning glory for Old Commander Wu." The Brigade Commander could still hold it in, but the officers and soldiers below were already discussing it animatedly.

"Isn't this sending us to our deaths?" someone said bluntly.

"Running dozens of li in the pitch black to the People's Party's place... what do we do once we get there?" This was a more implicit way of putting it.

"What if the People's Party has set an ambush?" Someone was more concerned about the dangers the military operation itself might encounter.

However, the lower-ranking officers and soldiers had no way to oppose the Brigade Commander's orders, let alone the orders of Old Commander Wu Peifu. Whether they liked it or not, the troops were mobilized. At around nine o'clock in the evening, many officers and soldiers had to embark on the journey full of complaints during the time they would usually spend drinking and gambling.

Summer nights weren't cold, and the wind could even be described as quite cool. The 1st Brigade began to set out by battalion. Fearing discovery on the road, the troops lit the minimum number of torches. Without air raids from planes, the march was indeed much more reassuring. The road was surprisingly peaceful as well; the entire force walked cautiously for over ten li without encountering a single soul. Many Beiyang soldiers who were originally worried finally relaxed. Thinking about it, there were still over twenty li to Linzhang County; the People's Party surely wouldn't be that alert in the middle of the night.

This idea was naturally wrong. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's reconnaissance battalion had discovered this Beiyang force at least half an hour ago and had been tracking them for quite a while. The reconnaissance battalion was elite; theoretically, they weren't used for large-scale attacks. Chai Qingguo also didn't want to use this force in a meaningless war of attrition.

"Since the Beiyang hasn't moved out in large scale, don't attack." The reconnaissance battalion wasn't stupid enough to attack a force more than ten times their size like moths to a flame. But the reconnaissance battalion also felt extremely puzzled by the "bravery" of this Beiyang vanguard. "Did the Beiyang Army just send a unit here to die? Do they have no follow-up troops?"

But in the intelligence transmitted by the People's Party's field telephones, the Beiyang Army had simply sent one unit over. This unit was obviously a Beiyang elite force. Although their night marching speed wasn't fast, they had actually walked over ten li without scattering. The People's Party's night long-distance marching mode relied on comrades behind holding onto the marching packs of the comrades in front to maintain marching speed, yet the Beiyang Army had managed to walk over just like this. However, this didn't mean the Beiyang Army's march was flawless. Their officers were shouting almost non-stop, their voices exposing their whereabouts as clearly as positioning beacons.

"We have to stop them, right? Are we just going to let them reach Linzhang County like this? I didn't expect these enemies to walk so fast." The comrades of the reconnaissance unit raised a question. "Looking at how they marched during the day, I thought they couldn't walk fast."

"Walking only ten-odd li in four or five hours, you call that fast? If it were our troops, we would have walked thirty li." The reconnaissance battalion commander thought this question was too stupid.

"Then what do we do now?" the comrade continued to ask.

"Wait for the phone call." The battalion commander grumpily gave the standard answer.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field telephone network covered a distance of over thirty li around Linzhang County. Since the intelligence had been conveyed, the remaining work was to wait.

Inside the Linzhang County Headquarters, it was confirmed again and again that the Beiyang Army had only sent a brigade. Among this good news, there was also bad news. This brigade's marching column stretched out for four or five li. Trying to annihilate them in one fell swoop wasn't realistic. Marching speed on the North China Plain was fast; once the fighting dragged on until daylight, it would be difficult to prevent Wu Peifu's reinforcements from coming up.

"Is it an annihilation battle or besieging the point to strike the reinforcements?" Chai Qingguo asked the comrades.

"The Beiyang Army still has some marching capability. Besieging the point to strike reinforcements might not be that easy. Why not let this Beiyang force come over? We'll talk after daybreak."

"A dull knife cuts meat slowly. A fly is meat no matter how small. Not to mention this fly isn't that small."

"Or should we prepare a bigger pocket formation now? Wait to bag all the Beiyang troops inside."

There were all kinds of suggestions, and the headquarters was abuzz with discussion.

Finally, Xiong Mingyang spoke. "Right now, it's not that we don't know ourselves, but we don't know the enemy. The Beiyang Army's performance is too unpredictable. Chairman Chen has always emphasized concentrating four or five times the enemy's strength to fight a quick annihilation battle. Since that's the case, I suggest annihilating this Beiyang force. If the situation requires adapting to changes, weakening the Beiyang Army to the maximum extent within a short time is the key. This method is a bit clumsy, but it's useful."

Since all the comrades chose to attack, Xiong Mingyang's suggestion easily gained support. Chai Qingguo didn't oppose this plan either. "Comrades, none of us are as good at fighting as Chairman Chen, so don't bite off more than we can chew. Let's engage the Beiyang Army here. We'll wipe them out bit by bit."

No one opposed this plan, and the fate of the 1st Brigade of the 1st Division of the Beiyang 4th Army was decided.

But this annihilation battle didn't start with an attack. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's combat engineer units first inserted themselves between the 1st Brigade and the Beiyang field group, laying mines on several roads. They also used hole diggers modeled after the Luoyang shovel to simply create an obstacle belt, setting up blocking positions behind it. The blocking troops quietly entered the positions. Only after the Beiyang vanguard was deemed unable to escape did the annihilation battle commence.

By this time, the sky had turned bright. The Beiyang Army was still over ten li from Linzhang County. After walking all night, they also felt exhausted. Moreover, the officers and soldiers discovered something that left them dumbfounded. The farmland near Linzhang County had been completely harvested. Near Handan, which was controlled by the Beiyang Army, the fields hadn't been harvested yet; there were patches of golden wheat fields everywhere. This was also one reason for the Beiyang Army's slow march—Wu Peifu had strictly ordered that troops were not allowed to trample farmland, and violators would be severely punished. The high-ranking officers of the Beiyang Army knew that without this year's harvest, the food supply in Handan would be very tight. Marching all night, everyone was sleepy and tired, and their nerves were quite tense, so they hadn't noticed the changes in the surrounding scenery. Staring at the harvested wheat fields, the Beiyang Army couldn't help but be surprised. This was the Hebei countryside where the People's Party had never been before, yet the newly arrived People's Party had completely controlled the countryside of Linzhang County.

This surprise didn't last long. Several muffled explosions came from the distance, coming from the rear of the Beiyang Army. A moment later, a burst of gunfire followed. It also came from the rear. The Beiyang Army dared not advance any further. The Brigade Commander ordered the troops to stand by on the spot and then ordered the reconnaissance cavalry to hurry back and see what was happening. The reconnaissance cavalry soon returned with the orderly who had set out earlier. The Beiyang Army wasn't negligent about their rear route; as soon as the sky turned slightly bright, the Brigade Commander had sent cavalry back to contact Wu Peifu. A squad of cavalry had gone, but only two people returned.

"Brigade Commander, the People's Party cut off our retreat." The orderly's voice carried a sobbing tone. "We went over as a squad and ran into an ambush. Luckily there were explosions ahead, so everyone was more careful. Otherwise, I wouldn't have made it back."

"Why were there explosions ahead?" The 1st Brigade Commander pressed.

The orderly answered, still in shock, "We don't know either. We just saw some Beiyang brothers being stopped far away. But we didn't see them exchanging fire with anyone. Instead, when we got close, a lot of People's Party men suddenly appeared by the roadside. The brothers in front weren't careful and were all killed."

The 1st Brigade Commander was alarmed hearing this. He dared not continue attacking Linzhang County. He ordered: "Rear unit becomes the front unit, charge back."

Although they hadn't slept all night, the news that their retreat was cut off raised the Beiyang Army's spirits quite a bit. They were originally in marching formation, but because it was daylight, the troop formation became even denser and more compact. The Brigade Commander's order was quickly implemented, and the troops swiftly turned around and began to head back the way they came.

After receiving this news, Chai Qingguo didn't issue further orders. The military plan had already begun execution; now it depended on the performance of the frontline commanders. He looked up and asked Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang, "Old Xiong, if our troops encountered this situation, how many do you think wouldn't run back along the original road to send themselves to death?"

This question stumped Xiong Mingyang. He pondered for a while before answering with a bitter smile, "Chairman Chen definitely wouldn't do such a thing."

Chai Qingguo was amused by Xiong Mingyang. "Isn't that nonsense? I'm asking you how many of us wouldn't make this kind of foolish mistake."

"This isn't making a foolish mistake; any normal person would do this," Xiong Mingyang answered. "The enemy situation is unclear, so one definitely can't continue forward. Finding a shortcut to circle back counts as using one's brain."

Chai Qingguo shook his head. "Why not advance? Make a gesture of continuing to advance, then suddenly turn diagonally forward, cut through, and turn again. Isn't that the best choice? If the Beiyang Army did that, we'd have a headache."

"Your hypothetical condition is wrong. That's what would be done knowing both oneself and the enemy. We know we can finish setting up positions in an hour or two; does the Beiyang Army know that? If I were surrounded by the Beiyang Army, I would definitely try to see if I could break out first," Xiong Mingyang answered.

"Then what if you encountered an enemy like our People's Party?" Chai Qingguo continued to press.

Facing this question, Xiong Mingyang was silent for a good while before answering, "If I were up against an enemy like our People's Party, firstly, I absolutely wouldn't agree to fight like this. Secondly, if I were surrounded, I would only establish a defensive position on the spot. I believe you, Old Chai, would definitely come to save me."

Chai Qingguo nodded deeply. "I think the same as you."
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The Beiyang Army, having marched all night without any sleep, ran back along their original route, gasping for breath. Officers at all levels urged their soldiers on relentlessly. Running six or seven *li* in an hour could be considered high speed for the Beiyang Army. Theoretically, retreating along the original route wasn't wrong; they were familiar with the road, and it was the shortest distance to the main Beiyang force. If their opponent wasn't the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this choice would have been absolutely reasonable. But their opponent *was* the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Aside from combat engineers, infantrymen carried an entrenching shovel unless they were conducting a light march. The North China Plain was soil-based, making it easy to build defensive positions. Coupled with the vertical and horizontal irrigation ditches dug by the vast number of people on the North China Plain, the difficulty for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to set up positions was greatly reduced.

The retreating Beiyang Army slammed headfirst into the defensive positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Wearing camouflage uniforms and straw hats woven from wheat stalks, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army calmly waited until the Beiyang vanguard was less than thirty meters away before opening fire. The Beiyang soldiers running at the front fell one after another under the dense firepower, like wheat being harvested.

Meeting a head-on blow, the follow-up Beiyang troops immediately panicked. They either stopped in terror or scrambled towards the roadside in a panic. There were ditches by the roadside, and they jumped in one after another, or jumped over the ditches, trying to hide further away.

There was a huge difference between trenches dug specifically for war and ditches dug spontaneously by the common people. Trenches were convenient for combat, while the spontaneous ditches varied in depth and width. Some old ditches were more than a man's height deep; once jumped into, even a rifle wouldn't stick out above the ground, let alone fighting—it was hard even to climb out. The frontmost Beiyang troops, after suffering the blow, instantly turned into a sheet of loose sand, completely losing their combat effectiveness.

Seeing they couldn't rush through, the Beiyang troops behind gathered into a crowd, temporarily waiting for their officers to give orders. Before the officers' orders could arrive, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's shells came whistling in. The shells exploded within the dense crowd of Beiyang soldiers, frantically spraying shrapnel, reaping Beiyang lives like the Grim Reaper waving his scythe. Under the artillery strike, the second wave of Beiyang troops left behind a ground full of corpses and fled in all directions, disintegrating in an instant.

The Beiyang Brigade Commander hadn't expected his troops to be so fragile. By the time he reached the front line, the road, winding for one or two *li*, was piled with the corpses and wounded of the Beiyang Army. The uninjured Beiyang soldiers were either lying on the ground or hiding in roadside ditches; only a very small number were shooting towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. The opposite positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were deathly silent.

"Where exactly is the People's Party?" the Brigade Commander shouted angrily, dragging over a vanguard battalion commander who had escaped with his life.

The battalion commander was from the vanguard battalion after all; his trembling finger roughly pointed out the area of the firefight. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied all the earth slopes on the nearby plain. Although these slopes weren't high, they were extremely superior terrain.

"You two attack towards the east and west," the Brigade Commander ordered two battalion commanders with a tight frown. If blocked in front, detour from the sides—this was the most basic tactic.

This attempt soon produced results. The two battalions of Beiyang troops crossed the harvested wheat fields and hadn't advanced far towards the east and west when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, already deployed there, began to fire. Under the attack of rifles, machine guns, and mortars, the two battalions collapsed at the first touch. The Brigade Commander saw clearly through his binoculars; whether they were hiding or being killed, the Beiyang soldiers trying to maintain their formation for the attack fell in swathes onto the ground, disappearing into the wheat fields. The speed was like a magic trick.

Blessings never come in pairs, but misfortunes never come singly. Comedy often stops abruptly, but tragedy is always continuous. Just as the probing actions to the left and right failed, the Beiyang Brigade Commander felt a slight vibration from the earth beneath his feet. Following the dense gunfire from the rear, the Beiyang troops bringing up the rear began to run forward as if being chased. The Brigade Commander raised his binoculars; large groups of cavalry figures appeared on the horizon. The People's Party had used cavalry to launch a raid on the Beiyang Army's rear.

"Go hold them off for me! Go hold them off right now!" The Beiyang Brigade Commander shouted at the top of his lungs to two regimental commanders who had just run over to receive orders. If the cavalry charged them on the main road, the troops would only scatter in an uproar.

"Form up quickly!" The Brigade Commander had just chased the two regimental commanders away to command their subordinates when he roared at another battalion commander beside him.

"How do we form up?" The battalion commander had been stupefied by this series of changes and asked in confusion.

The Brigade Commander could endure no longer. Seeing the battalion commander's dumbfounded look, he couldn't hold back and went up to slap the battalion commander twice across the face. The battalion commander was already frightened enough by the rapid changes in the situation, and these two slaps instantly stunned him. The Brigade Commander was only venting his own panic. Seeing the battalion commander had no intention of resisting after being hit, he grabbed the battalion commander by the collar and pointed a finger at the main road ahead, roaring, "Line up over there by those graves! If the People's Party cavalry charges, hold them off with volleys!"

After shouting, the Brigade Commander shoved the battalion commander violently and let go. "Hold them off for me! If the People's Party cavalry charges over and we can't hold them, we're all finished!"

Having received clear instructions, and with the two slaps effectively clearing his head, the battalion commander ran to his troops. With shouts and kicks, he drove his soldiers to the vicinity of the graveyard nearly two hundred meters away to start setting up a volley formation.

Having issued a command that was finally somewhat rational, the Brigade Commander's head also cleared a bit. He turned his head and shouted, "Orderlies! Hurry and tell the two regimental commanders to bring their troops over and set up positions here to hold. Tell them we are less than twenty *li* from Commander Wu. Commander Wu will be here to rescue us immediately!"

This was indeed a good order, though it was really a bit late. And not long after the order was issued, a slight buzzing sound was heard in the sky. The Brigade Commander couldn't help but shiver; this was the unique sound of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's aircraft. The orderlies also froze in terror. The Brigade Commander kicked the nearest orderly. "Go send the orders! If you run slow now, we all die together!"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force carried out their routine bombing, and this time the number of bombs dropped was even far fewer than in previous days. After all, bombing accuracy was not to be counted on. With the field troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army surrounding the Beiyang Army, it would be terrible if a careless drop hit their own comrades.

From the air, it was clear that the small black dots of the Beiyang Army on the ground were gradually concentrating towards the center, while further out, yellow-brown lines were moving slowly, firmly surrounding these Beiyang troops. At this moment, except for the direction of the Beiyang retreat, one red and two green signal flares rose from all the yellow-brown lines. This was the signal that the troops had reached their designated positions. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's encirclement of the Beiyang Army was complete; the rest was a battle of annihilation.

Reconnaissance plane pilots began to return one after another. Flying an airplane in the sky was indeed a happy thing, but the flight time of these planes was extremely limited, and safety was not guaranteed. It was very likely that a flight went well one trip, and an accident would happen on the next. When the Air Force was a flight group, the group commander was lost. After expanding into an Air Force Division, three division commanders were lost. As an independent branch, the Air Force had also lost a commander-in-chief due to a plane explosion. These bloody lessons and accumulated experience had reduced the aircraft mid-air failure rate to below 20%. So these pilots, daring and unafraid of death, would absolutely not violate air combat regulations.

Intelligence from the Air Force and the Army had reached the commander of the 18th Army, who was responsible for the annihilation battle. The army commander finally breathed a sigh of relief. Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated. The only clear evaluation the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had of the Beiyang Army so far was that they were "not good at" mobile warfare.

In the timeline Chen Ke originally came from, the reason mobile warfare was the PLA's specialty for dominating the world was that "movement" itself was an important part of combat. Whether it was the movement to the front line to engage the enemy, or the choice of troop marching. Including various movements by the enemy side, these were all contents of mobile warfare considerations. The Americans were awesome in their powerful industrial strength, whether it was strategic bombing, tactical bombing, or saturation fire attacks. Heavy artillery shaving mountains, bombs washing the ground. The purpose was nothing more than to weaken the enemy's mobility to the maximum extent, dismantle the enemy's defense system, and prepare for the final blow of victory. Even so, in Korea, they were still driven from the Yalu River back to the 38th Parallel by the Volunteers implementing mobile warfare.

The 18th Army Commander naturally couldn't know who his true "master" was, but he knew that the military education system created single-handedly by Chen Ke currently specialized in the study of movement theory. As a military commander cultivated by this education system, he could only command under this war concept. Even so, the Beiyang Army, maneuvered into a field state, was completely no match for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The Army Commander ordered his staff officers: "All units implement centripetal attacks. Since we've wrapped the enemy in a dumpling wrapper, let's eat the dumpling."

Hitting the enemy before they gain a firm foothold is the most basic tactic. If the Beiyang Army, upon discovering they were surrounded, immediately built positions for dear life, attempted to resist on the spot, and desperately contacted the Wu Peifu Field Group, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could still resolve this brigade, but the price paid would be much higher. But this Brigade Commander had foolishly crashed headfirst into the net laid by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Struggling desperately from within this net was futile; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not give them the chance.

Mu Husan had recently been transferred from a battalion commander in the troops to work in the Army Staff Department based on a transfer order. This was the only system the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army learned from the German General Staff. While issuing the Army Commander's orders with other staff officers, he ruminated on the development of the battle situation in his mind. In the guiding military concepts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, what could be mentioned in the same breath as the "Sixteen Character Mantra" and "concentrate forces to fight a battle of annihilation" was "you fight yours, I fight mine." Mu Husan had originally been quite worried that the Beiyang Army would utilize their own advantages and choose the method of defending on the spot and resisting stubbornly. But the Beiyang Army followed the track of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mobile warfare, and the difficulty of the battle was greatly reduced.

Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized that when tactics and equipment were already determined, the highest requirement for a commander was spiritual firmness.

Mu Husan still remembered the scene when he heard Chen Ke say these words. Chen Ke's attitude was high-spirited, his eyes shining. His left hand swept diagonally through the air, his voice filled with an irresistible focus. "What am I doing now? What *can* I do now? Only the most determined and excellent commanders can use the conditions they already possess to complete combat missions. Because this choice first requires the commander to seek truth from facts. A commander who seeks truth from facts will neither expect some assistance that is fundamentally impossible to appear, nor will he muddle-headedly follow orders just to get the job done. Any seeking truth from facts can only be established on one's own preparations and judgment of the current facts. Comrades, the only road to victory is to rely on oneself. Relying on oneself means facing countless hardships and sacrifices. Without proactively recognizing this, there can be no true firmness. I believe that in everyone's future revolutionary military career, you will inevitably encounter such instances countless times. I hope comrades can see this point from those experiences."

Looking at it now, the Beiyang commander was obviously unqualified. He gave up the optimal choice of holding fast on the spot, which he could have achieved at the moment, and driven by fear, chose the "possibility of escaping with his life." The possibility that the "possibility of escaping with his life" brought a "possibility of falling into an even worse situation" was completely ignored by this Beiyang commander. Then, this Beiyang officer led his subordinates into an even worse situation. "Those who die first have it easy; those who die later have it hard!" This old saying that Chen Ke often mentioned suddenly popped up in Mu Husan's mind.

However, Mu Husan did not let his thoughts expand infinitely on this tactical rumination. The battle had only just begun. Thinking that the outcome was already set now was not only not seeking truth from facts but could also lead to the result of the cooked duck flying away due to distraction. Mu Husan excluded all thoughts unrelated to the battle from his mind and began to focus on his staff work.

The brief distraction of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Staff Officer Mu Husan might have delayed work by a tiny bit, but this bit of time didn't bring any opportunities to the Beiyang Brigade Commander. Not long after the signal flares rose, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops cutting off the Beiyang Army from the Wu Peifu Field Group switched from defense to offense. First, the artillery fire, which had paused for a while, resumed. Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, dressed in camouflage and wearing straw hats over their helmets, began to attack under the cover of artillery shells.

They didn't implement a tide-like charge. Small units first began to clear out the Beiyang troops hiding in various ditches. The Beiyang soldiers who had originally hidden in the ditches trying to avoid the war were the first to be attacked. Grenades flew into the ditches with a *whoosh*. In the smoke and dust after the explosions, the Beiyang soldiers who weren't killed screamed miserably, their clothes tattered and bodies bloody. Some lucky guys scrambled out of the field ditches in panic. They didn't even want their guns anymore, just running for their lives towards the direction of the Beiyang Army. Bullets caught up with these guys easily from behind at several times their speed, knocking them down one by one.

The surrounded First Brigade of the Beiyang Fourth Army indeed proved that their ability to repel the Japanese in Rizhao was no empty fame. During the pause in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's attack, the Brigade Commander had done his best to arrange the troops into a hollow square formation. At least in the blocked retreat direction, and on the Beiyang Army's rear route, the Brigade Commander had mobilized a battalion of troops each to form a defensive line of about a thousand men on the road. These two battalions lined up in a rather standard "line infantry" manner. Soldiers either stood or crouched, seeking to maintain the density and continuity of firepower with a three-rank firing mode. Heavy machine guns were also placed in position in the line, anchoring the formation.

Other Beiyang troops also entered the military formation one after another, trying to join the ranks of the hollow square to put up a final resistance.

Seeing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops pouncing over while chasing the routed Beiyang soldiers, the Brigade Commander shouted loudly, "Fire!"

"Brigade Commander, our brothers are still in front!" The battalion commander saw those survivors running towards the Beiyang line and couldn't help but say.

"By the time they run over, the People's Party will be here too! Crashing the formation is a capital offense anyway, start firing now!" The Brigade Commander didn't care about those few Beiyang lives at all; he shouted sternly.

The battalion commander naturally saw the People's Party following close behind. Gritting his teeth, he drew his saber with a *swish*, rushed to the troops, and roared, "Ready! Fire!"

The Beiyang Army had strict discipline. The battalion commander's order quickly reached the company commanders. The company commanders naturally also saw their Beiyang comrades running like rabbits, but the battalion commander had given the order. According to Beiyang military discipline, disobeying military orders was a capital offense. Disregarding the Beiyang soldiers getting closer and closer, the company commanders shouted one after another, "Fire!"

Dense gunfire rang out in the Beiyang array. First rifles, then the roar of machine guns. The fleeing Beiyang soldiers never expected their own people to open fire. Some clever ones who hadn't run straight for the front of the Beiyang formation saved their lives amidst the fierce shooting. Those who had lost their heads and ran straight for the front of the formation were caught off guard, all hit in the chest and killed.

Having cleared out these people between the Beiyang Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the soldiers of both sides were completely exposed to each other's muzzles. The Beiyang volley formation was well-trained; once shooting started, it wouldn't stop. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's training in going prone was also a most basic tactical movement. Only a few Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers were hit and fell. Other soldiers instinctively dropped to the ground. Warriors with better cover immediately mounted their guns to fire, while soldiers on completely flat ground rolled sideways one after another, entering relatively better positions.

The Beiyang firepower seemed to suppress the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for a moment. The Beiyang commanders felt this from the sound of gunfire. Some shallow-minded officers even showed smiles on their faces. But a moment later, the fierce gunfire that rang out wiped their smiles away completely, and they continued to shout orders to the Beiyang soldiers with even louder voices.

After both sides entered the close-range shootout phase, the battle stepped into an even more intense and cruel stage.
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Military Attache Jiang Baili walked hurriedly to the door of Yuan Shikai's office, holding the latest telegram. He stopped to compose himself before knocking. Soon, a guard opened the door, and a scent of incense mixed with a faint smell of urine wafted out from the open room.

Lacking modern medical knowledge, Jiang Baili naturally did not know that this odor was one of the symptoms of late-stage uremia. However, Jiang Baili's rationality led him to believe that no one in the room, including Yuan Shikai, would have wet their pants. Thus, Jiang Baili's military discipline quickly allowed him to ignore the smell. Straightening his military cap, Jiang Baili strode into the President's office.

"President, the foreign military observation group in Handan has been bombed by People's Party aircraft and suffered heavy casualties!" Jiang Baili handed the latest intelligence to Yuan Shikai while giving a brief summary.

Yuan Shikai's oily, fat cheeks trembled slightly. He did not immediately open the telegram but first asked Jiang Baili, "Do the British know about this news?"

"They shouldn't know yet," Jiang Baili replied after a moment of hesitation. "The People's Party has already surrounded Handan. It's impossible for the British to get the news so quickly."

After speaking, Jiang Baili secretly observed Yuan Shikai's expression. For his part, Jiang Baili was actually quite pleased. The People's Party was now offending the British to the death, yet the British had remained quiet. Now that the foreign military observation group had suffered heavy casualties, the British would surely have to make a statement, right?

However, Jiang Baili was disappointed. After reading the telegram, Yuan Shikai showed no joy; instead, he frowned. After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Baili, go tell the Ministry of Army that this news is absolutely not to be released."

"President..." Jiang Baili couldn't help but speak up.

Yuan Shikai sneered. "Baili, you might think that since the British have lost people, they definitely won't let the matter rest with the People's Party. That's true, the British always use the death of their people as an excuse to blackmail China. But that's because the British are confident they can defeat China. If the British were confident they could defeat the People's Party, they would have made their move long ago. Since the British still haven't moved, they won't make a move even if some people from the military observation group have died."

Jiang Baili was a smart man. Although he had been temporarily blinded by the immediate changes, hearing Yuan Shikai explain the cause and effect, he quickly understood. Sometimes, understanding too clearly is not necessarily a good thing. After confirming that the British could not be relied upon, Jiang Baili's mood plummeted. More accurately, Jiang Baili's mood returned to the normal level of the past two days. He responded dejectedly, "Yes," and walked out.

"Baili," Yuan Shikai called out to Jiang Baili from behind.

"Does the President have any other orders?" Jiang Baili turned back and answered.

Yuan Shikai hesitated for a moment before saying, "Baili, do you think Wu Peifu can hold out?"

Jiang Baili remained silent; he really couldn't answer. Whether Wu Peifu could hold out was no longer just a battlefield issue. For the first time, Jiang Baili truly realized what a terrifying thing "total war" at the national level was. Although troop conscription and training were arduous, the Beiyang Army at least had numbers, and with foreign support, they had managed to survive that difficult process. Now, throwing these hundreds of thousands of men out there, with the scope of the war limited only to Hebei and Shandong, Beiyang was already unable to cope.

First came the refugees. Thanks to the Beiyang government's spare-no-effort demonization of the People's Party recently, a large number of wealthy people in the localities learned that the war had started and the People's Party was coming. They dragged their families and fled toward the cities. These people all hoped to be as far away from the flames of war as possible, so their destinations were set on large cities like Beijing, Tianjin, and Jinan. Since the news of the outbreak of war spread in mid-May, hundreds of thousands of people had trickled into these major cities. When these wealthy people arrived in a new place, they naturally needed food, shelter, and daily necessities. The prices in these few large cities were already very high; how could they withstand a sudden surge of hundreds of thousands of people? Prices, especially grain prices, immediately skyrocketed.

The Beiyang Army didn't have many train cars to begin with. After the railways were taken over by the military, they were insufficient even for transporting equipment and troops, so where would they find the spare capacity to transport grain? Consequently, grain prices rose three times a day. Beiyang had recently forcibly required merchants to sell grain at fair prices, which barely managed to suppress the situation.

Jiang Baili didn't understand economics. He had once naively believed that if the government stepped in, grain prices could be stabilized. However, reality gave Jiang Baili a harsh lesson. Two days ago, his family told him that there was no more grain at home. Jiang Baili knew that grain prices had been rising absurdly lately, but fortunately, the salary of an attendant officer was not low. Jiang Baili asked casually, "Didn't I just give you a hundred silver dollars?"

"The grain price hasn't changed now, but there is no grain in the grain shops," Jiang Baili's family explained anxiously.

Jiang Baili didn't understand what was going on at first. His family explained the situation carefully. Ever since Beiyang ordered grain merchants not to sell grain at high prices, the government had been arresting people everywhere, which finally intimidated the grain merchants. However, following the "stabilization of grain prices," all the grain shops had no grain.

This news surprised Jiang Baili greatly. He asked, "The grain shops near our home are out of grain?"

"It's not just near our home. I ran through half of Beijing. All the grain shops said they have no grain," Jiang Baili's family replied.

"What?" Jiang Baili finally realized something big had happened. After asking his family for details, Jiang Baili still didn't quite dare to believe it. Beijing was the capital; how could it reach the point where grain shops had no grain to sell? How big of a matter was this? But he was just a military attache; grain matters were not his to interfere with. If Jiang Baili were to make a suggestion to Yuan Shikai, it would be overstepping his authority, and who knows how the people in charge of civil administration would stab Jiang Baili in the back.

No matter how troublesome the official circles were, stomachs would simply get hungry. With no grain at home, Jiang Baili had no choice but to arrange for his family to eat at the Beiyang Army cafeteria. Having been the President's military attache for so long, this was the first time Jiang Baili had used his status. Unexpectedly, the reception staff didn't make things difficult at all and easily arranged things for Jiang Baili's family. Jiang Baili couldn't help but ask the reason, and the answer he got was that ever since grain prices skyrocketed, quite a few Presidential Palace staff had arranged for their families to eat at the Presidential Palace cafeteria. The total number of people mooching meals was as high as several hundred. Now that Jiang Baili was arranging for his family to come over, the people in charge of the cafeteria at the Presidential Palace had long established a rule. The person in charge even explained, "Lord Wang Shizhen has already privately arranged it. All attendants can bring their families to eat. Everyone is working wholeheartedly for the country; we can't let them go without food, right?"

Hearing that Wang Shizhen had personally arranged this matter, Jiang Baili's heart went cold. If Wang Shizhen had intervened, the situation had naturally reached an extremely serious level. And since Wang Shizhen had intervened, it was even more impossible for Yuan Shikai not to know.

It was from this moment that Jiang Baili's mood hit rock bottom. The war had just begun, and the food situation had already reached the point of exhaustion. How could they fight going forward? That was why Jiang Baili had been happy about the heavy casualties of the foreign military observation group. In normal times, with Jiang Baili's level of sophistication, this bit of news would hardly have affected him.

Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't very clear about Jiang Baili's thoughts. Seeing Jiang Baili silent, Yuan Shikai pressed with a question, "Baili, do you have something you can't say?"
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Speaking is a skill that requires great finesse. Faced with Yuan Shikai's inquiry about the recent situation in the Handan theater, Jiang Baili answered straightforwardly, "President, although Wu Peifu is fighting a hard battle in Handan, the overall situation is still advantageous for us Beiyang."

Sure enough, just as Jiang Baili had expected, a sense of relief appeared on Yuan Shikai's oily, fat face. Without asking Jiang Baili to explain exactly where the advantage lay for Beiyang, Yuan Shikai waved his hand, "Hurry up and handle things. Don't let those people cause unnecessary trouble."

"Yes!" Jiang Baili responded loudly, then went out. As soon as he left the door, Jiang Baili's face darkened. What he had just told Yuan Shikai was naturally not the truth. The battle situation in Handan, several hundred li away from the Presidential Palace, could absolutely not be called advantageous. The situation inside Beijing city, within a dozen li around the Presidential Palace, was also fraught with crisis. As an attendant military officer, Jiang Baili could access a lot of information. After discovering that the grain shops in Beijing surprisingly had no grain for sale, Jiang Baili reviewed some information regarding military provisions. Just this partial and far from comprehensive information terrified Jiang Baili.

After Beiyang expanded its army by a million, the grain in Hebei was almost exhausted. Jiang Baili had asked several friends who were connected to grain merchants, and their answers were exactly the same. This process was like boiling a frog in warm water. Faced with constantly rising grain prices, landlords and farmers had already sold the grain in their hands cleanly. Currently, there was not a bit of grain left in the countryside; everyone was waiting for this year's summer harvest.

"Since the grain has all been sold, the grain is naturally concentrated in the hands of Beiyang?" Jiang Baili drew his own conclusion based on the intelligence provided by these people. This judgment was naturally reasonable, but at least from the official documents back and forth, one could not clearly see the limit of Beiyang's massive grain hoarding. Because Jiang Baili found that in recent official documents, a considerable portion were documents from the army demanding grain. And this type of document was increasing; some units even sent two or three consecutive requests for grain in a single day.

From a military organizational perspective, there was obviously something fishy about these documents. Military provisions are allocated on time; the troops are not granaries, so storing that much grain is useless. Before the war started, the Beiyang Army had statistics; the current military grain reserves were definitely enough to eat until September. Now it was only June, and troops were already clamoring that there wasn't enough food. There were only two possibilities for this: either someone lied when the initial plan was formulated, or these troops applying for grain were lying.

Whether it was the high-ranking officials who formulated the plan or the various Governors who implemented the plan, neither of these two groups were people Jiang Baili could afford to offend. Even though he had various doubts in his heart, Jiang Baili could not possibly go and question these people, let alone that this investigation was Jiang Baili's own private action. Encountering such a situation just as the war started, Jiang Baili had completely not expected before the war that such a big problem would occur with grain.

Thinking of this, Jiang Baili's mood became extremely heavy. The grain supply for a million troops was simply not something one person could shoulder. Having already encountered such a problem now, what other unexpected things would continue to happen as the war proceeded?

With things on his mind, Jiang Baili's reaction was inevitably a bit slow. At a corner in the corridor, he was staggered by a collision with someone rushing over. The person's nose hit Jiang Baili's forehead; in the pain, his eyes involuntarily reddened. Before Jiang Baili could understand what happened, he heard the person curse, "Do you walk without eyes?" After saying this, the person pushed Jiang Baili aside and continued to walk hurriedly towards Yuan Shikai's office.

The incident happened suddenly; Jiang Baili was temporarily dazed and didn't even have a reaction of anger. But seeing the person's back, it looked familiar. The hair was graying, and the color of the uniform and the shoulder boards clearly indicated a general. This general strode towards Yuan Shikai's office. The guards naturally wouldn't announce him casually and immediately blocked the general outside the door. The man was also forthright; he shouted loudly in a Tianjin accent with a Jiangxi flavor, "President, Zhang Xun seeks an audience!"

Only then did Jiang Baili remember that the person was Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun had come from Jiangxi to Beijing to seek refuge with Yuan Shikai. Although he had been idled for the past few years, Zhang Xun was after all an officer with a background in leading troops in battle. Beiyang also lacked people, so Yuan Shikai had given Zhang Xun the rank of Major General in the Army, letting Zhang Xun hold a sinecure in the logistics department. Heaven knows what medicine Zhang Xun took to come looking for Yuan Shikai so actively.

Watching the excitement was naturally inappropriate, and Jiang Baili also didn't like watching excitement. In any case, as an attendant military officer, Jiang Baili couldn't go and reason with Zhang Xun, who was a Major General, let alone that Zhang Xun was thirty or forty years older than Jiang Baili. Sulking, Jiang Baili turned and continued to go convey Yuan Shikai's orders.

Like the Presidential Palace, the Army Ministry was also covered in gloomy clouds. As the highest command authority of the Beiyang Army, they were always able to receive intelligence first. The faces of the soldiers shuttling through various rooms holding official documents were solemn; Jiang Baili could tell that everyone was very unhappy. To prohibit the spread of "the foreign military observation group suffered heavy casualties under the People's Party bombing," one had to first find the Vice Minister of the Army, Duan Qirui. Wang Shizhen, as the Minister of the Army, definitely couldn't personally manage this kind of thing.

However, the door to Duan Qirui's office was tightly closed. The guard said coldly to Jiang Baili, "Master Duan is seeing no one right now. If you want to see Master Duan, then wait first."

No matter what Jiang Baili said, the guard only had this one sentence. Just as Jiang Baili didn't know what had happened, he heard someone call from behind, "Isn't this Baili?" Turning his head to look, the speaker was Zheng Wenjie, Deputy Director of the Intelligence Department of the Army Ministry.

Zheng Wenjie said, "Baili, go to my office to talk first." Regardless of whether Jiang Baili was willing or not, Zheng Wenjie pulled Jiang Baili and went elsewhere. That direction was also the direction of Zheng Wenjie's office. Arriving at a relatively secluded place, Zheng Wenjie said in a low voice, "Just received news, Wu Peifu has already withdrawn troops back to Handan. Commander Duan is gathering people to discuss this matter. I think you'd better not wait."

"Wu Peifu withdrew back to Handan?" Jiang Baili completely hadn't expected the war situation to develop to such a stage.

"Not only did Wu Peifu withdraw back to Handan, but a unit of the People's Party has already gone north to attack Xingtai. Now Wu Peifu's two hundred thousand men in Handan have been surrounded. Someone in the Army Ministry thinks we should send troops south to open up the Beijing-Hankou line. There are also people suggesting giving up Handan and letting Wu Peifu withdraw. Baili, you are someone in Beiyang who understands warfare, can you give me, your brother, some advice? If Commander Duan asks, I will have something to say."

"Regardless of whether it is breaking out or holding fast, we must hurry up and send troops south." Jiang Baili answered casually. After finishing, he couldn't help but ask again, "Brother Zheng, this news... isn't mistaken, right?"

Zheng Wenjie smiled bitterly, "We originally didn't believe it either, but the Third Army stationed in Xingtai confirmed repeatedly that a People's Party force of over a hundred thousand has already circled to Wu Peifu's rear and is approaching Xingtai. As for what exactly to do now, no one in the Army Ministry has an idea."

"This news hasn't been told to the President yet?" Jiang Baili now suddenly wanted to leave. Telling Yuan Shikai such news would be purely looking for trouble. Yuan Shikai's mood couldn't possibly accept such a fact.

"The situation is like this. The Army Ministry wants to come up with a solution first, then report this matter to the President." After saying this, Zheng Wenjie sighed deeply.
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Jiang Baili had a good reputation within the Beiyang Army. At this time, there were naturally no rumors about him receiving a ceremonial sword from the Japanese Emperor for graduating first in his class at the Japanese Military Academy; in reality, his grades were merely good enough to not fail. The status of the Japanese Military Academy simply could not compare to the Army War College, and as a student of the Military Academy, it was even less likely for him to be personally received by the Emperor. Most importantly, the grades of Japanese students and international students at the Japanese Military Academy were calculated separately, not together.

Even so, having attended a formal Japanese military academy and graduated normally meant that, at least in terms of academic qualifications, Jiang Baili was doing quite well. Originally, Beiyang had intended for Jiang Baili to be the principal of the Baoding Military Academy, but Yuan Shikai needed a trusted military officer who was proficient in Japanese affairs, so he transferred Jiang Baili to serve as the chief military aide to the President.

Zheng Wenjie knew that Jiang Baili was quite proud. Coupled with the fact that he himself had privately colluded with the People's Party, he naturally felt a bit guilty. In such major matters, he still wanted to appear more active. If Jiang Baili ever revealed to anyone that he had once asked Jiang Baili for advice on the current situation, it would be very beneficial for Zheng Wenjie. So Zheng Wenjie said sincerely, "Baili, you are a hero in our Beiyang Army, always praised by everyone. At this time, please point out a clear path for your older brother here. At least when the superiors ask, don't let me be unable to answer anything."

Jiang Baili found these words quite to his liking, but he still wanted to be a little reserved. After all, he was Yuan Shikai's military aide, following Yuan Shikai every day, which made him very different from his peers. "Brother Zheng, you naturally have high opinions on such matters, why come to ask me?"

Zheng Wenjie had seen plenty of this kind of reserved attitude; most people in Beiyang were of this sort. He quickly lowered his voice and laughed, "Baili, you have a lofty character. Back when the Eldest Young Master invited people for drinks before he ruined things, you never went. Later, the Eldest Young Master indeed ruined things. But this matter is a major event for our Beiyang. As someone from the Intelligence Division, I know that you, Baili, have investigated some things regarding grain. Now grain is the top priority for Beiyang, and Baili, you still care about these key points. So your older brother is sincerely begging you, my brother. Although I can come up with some methods, they are all ideas with a beginning but no end, unable to look at the overall war situation. Baili, you are from a military academy background with excellent academic performance, so you naturally have a complete train of thought. I hope you will definitely explain it to your older brother."

Seeing that Zheng Wenjie understood him so well, Jiang Baili was a bit surprised in his heart, but what Zheng Wenjie said were all things Jiang Baili felt quite satisfied with. Whether it was foreseeing that Yuan Keding would ruin things, or seeing that Beiyang's grain would encounter major problems, Jiang Baili could be considered to have grasped the key points. And since Zheng Wenjie had humbled himself so much, Jiang Baili also felt it necessary to give Zheng Wenjie some help.

"Brother Zheng, I wonder what general ideas the Ministry of Army actually has?" Jiang Baili asked first.

Zheng Wenjie answered, "This... Baili naturally knows that the People's Party once invaded Hebei under the name of bandits, and the Manchu Qing immediately collapsed. Now the Ministry of Army still feels that securing the battle line must not have any leaks. From Jinan to Handan, Beiyang must first protect the battle line."

"It is naturally correct that the battle line cannot have gaps, but as far as I know, when the People's Party fights with our Beiyang, there are no battle lines. They just have those few key points: Handan, Qingdao, Jining, Anyang. Instead of us sticking to a battle line, we might as well attack the People's Party. The People's Party is besieging Handan, so why don't we adopt the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao?"

Hearing this plan, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but clap his hands in praise, "Wonderful!"

The current war situation was almost completely identical to the historical situation of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao." Back then, the State of Wei besieged the State of Zhao's capital, Handan. The State of Qi did not directly send troops to lift the siege of Handan, but instead suddenly sent troops to launch a surprise attack. If they could send troops out of the Yellow River to threaten the People's Party's important town of Kaifeng, not only would the siege of Beiyang's Handan Group be immediately relieved, but the Beiyang Army could even implement a counter-encirclement against the People's Party troops moving north. At that time, the People's Party would have to hurriedly return south, and the Beiyang Army could pursue and kill them all the way. Under such a strategic situation, completely wiping out the People's Party was not an impossible thing.

"Baili is indeed a great talent!" Zheng Wenjie quickly praised.

"But there is one more point." Jiang Baili continued, "Back then, the State of Qi did not immediately raise troops to attack Kaifeng, but first went to attack Xiangling, which is Linfen. They made the Wei army think that the Qi army only wanted to attack the important area of Linfen, in order to tie down the Wei army's forces. That was why they relaxed the defense of Kaifeng. If we want to use the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao now, we have to find this Xiangling."

"Wonderful!" Zheng Wenjie didn't read many military books. Originally, he thought besieging Wei to rescue Zhao was simply directly attacking the State of Wei's capital, Daliang, to force the Wei army to return. He didn't expect there were these twists and turns inside. So Zheng Wenjie put away the little bit of underestimation in his heart and began to ask Jiang Baili for further advice.

Jiang Baili spent more than an hour teaching the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao to Zheng Wenjie in detail. But the Ministry of Army's meeting was still not over. Seeing that it was getting late, Jiang Baili felt quite torn about whether to continue waiting or just go back.

Zheng Wenjie laughed, "Baili, I manage the Intelligence Division. We still get news first regarding intelligence. How about this, you go back first today and come again tomorrow morning. By then, I will have spoken to Lord Wang and Lord Duan about this matter first. If you go to find them then, I presume they will see you. Even if they don't see you, they will pass this matter down. What do you think?"

Since Zheng Wenjie was willing to put in such effort, Jiang Baili naturally couldn't ask for more. "Then I will trouble Brother Zheng!"

Early the next day, Jiang Baili arrived at the President's Office. Before he could set off for the Ministry of Army, he received an order from Yuan Shikai, "Prepare for a military meeting."

Those attending the meeting were all high-ranking Beiyang officials. The civil officials were okay, but most of the military generals had red eyes; it seemed they hadn't rested well last night. On the large military map in the conference room, the offensive and defensive situations of both warring sides were clearly marked. North of the Yellow River, more than a dozen armies of various sizes were gathered. The Beiyang Army deployed its forces with Beijing as the core, and massive numbers of troops were stationed in the frontline cities of Handan, Xingtai, Dezhou, Jinan, and others. In contrast, the People's Party was moving from south to north, with their main direction of attack being Handan and Jinan. Compared to Beiyang's pre-war plan of actively attacking Henan, the People's Party was clearly in an offensive posture.

First, Wang Shizhen briefly introduced the war situation. Yuan Shikai then asked coldly, "As far as I know, quite a few people fear the People's Party's airplanes like tigers. Just a few airplanes dropping some bombs down there, and the various units can't move. Can small bombs be fiercer than cannons?"

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words, Jiang Baili finally understood why Yuan Shikai wanted to impose a gag order on the matter of the foreign military observation group suffering heavy casualties during the People's Party's air raid. He immediately felt uneasy in his heart. Although Zheng Wenjie had profusely promised to inform the bigwigs in the Ministry of Army about the gag order, whether Zheng Wenjie had actually done so was something only Heaven knew.

Duan Qirui spoke up, "President, suddenly encountering such fierce bombing during the march, the soldiers were scared out of their wits, and the officers are also still in shock. We currently have no weapons that can reach the People's Party's airplanes. If we blindly make the officers and soldiers advance under bombing, I'm afraid it will make the army's morale unstable."

Hearing that Duan Qirui did not use the foreign military observation group incident as an excuse, Jiang Baili breathed a slight sigh of relief.

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai gave a cold laugh but did not speak.

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was extremely dissatisfied, Duan Qirui also replied with a solemn expression, "The current key point is to engage the People's Party as soon as possible and defeat them. This subordinate feels we might as well use the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao."

Jiang Baili was startled. This was the matter he had discussed with Zheng Wenjie. Could it be that Zheng Wenjie had told the people in the Ministry of Army about this plan overnight?

Duan Qirui completely ignored the change in expression of Jiang Baili, the military aide. He continued, "Send a force to circle around to the rear of the People's Party and attack Anyang, cutting off the People's Party's retreat route. When the People's Party returns their army, our great armies in Handan and Xingtai will pursue and kill them all the way, and we should be able to inflict heavy damage on the People's Party."

Just as Duan Qirui finished speaking, Cao Kun stood up to speak: "President, this minister's view is different from Commander Duan's. The People's Party still has troops in Henan. Even if we raid Anyang, the People's Party forces in Handan might not be moved, but instead send other troops north. At that time, not only will we fail to surround the People's Party, but the troops sent to Anyang will instead be surrounded by the People's Party. This is too risky. This minister feels it is better to defend firmly on the spot. Wait until the People's Party consumes a large amount of troops attacking the city and their morale is low before we strike. After all, Handan is a major city, and General Wu Peifu is also a famous general; he won't let the People's Party take Handan so easily."

Jiang Baili could see that this dispute was definitely not something that had just arisen. When Cao Kun opposed Duan Qirui's plan, although Duan Qirui's face looked ugly, he did not show an expression of surprise.

Cao Kun did not stop there; he continued, "If our army is to use 'besieging Wei to rescue Zhao,' then we might as well let the armies in Shaanxi and Jiangnan launch attacks simultaneously. The main force of the People's Party is in Hebei, thousands of *li* away from Jiangnan. The Shaanxi troops can attack Shan County; as long as they can take Shan County, they can attack Luoyang. If they succeed, the People's Party's troops in Henan will inevitably go to Luoyang for defense. At that time, when the People's Party's forces lack support from Henan, sending troops to attack Anyang would be the foolproof strategy. Actually, if either of these two routes succeeds, I'm afraid the People's Party will withdraw their troops. Isn't this better than taking a huge risk to directly attack Anyang?"

Hearing Cao Kun speak to this point, Wu Peifu was almost furious. He said with a strong tone of ridicule, "Distant water cannot quench a nearby thirst. If we follow General Cao's meaning, then we might as well ask the British to go to war immediately and send warships to attack Wuhan. It is said that Chen Ke is in Wuhan; wouldn't that be better than anything else?"

The strong sarcasm in these words couldn't be clearer. However, Cao Kun's nickname was "Cao the Third Fool." He showed absolutely no angry reaction to Duan Qirui's sarcasm. Cao Kun just scratched the back of his head, "If we could persuade the British to send troops, that would be the best thing. If fighting starts in Wuhan, the People's Party will definitely have to withdraw their troops."

Before Duan Qirui could retort angrily, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but shout, "Enough!"

Duan Qirui was indignant, while Cao Kun acted like a fool. The two turned their faces away from each other.

Yuan Shikai no longer had the mind to lecture the two of them. What use was lecturing them? With a formidable enemy currently before them, if he wasn't willing to dismiss the two from their posts, Yuan Shikai still had to rely on these two to command their respective troops. As if he hadn't seen the dispute just now at all, Yuan Shikai said, "Since the People's Party has already delivered themselves to our door, we might as well fight a decisive battle with them. I heard the People's Party general in Hebei is named Chai Qingguo, who previously escaped with his life from our Beiyang's hands in Shandong. Now he has 300,000 men under his command. We might as well see if this Chai Qingguo can still escape with his life this time against our Beiyang Army of a million."

Hearing that Yuan Shikai actually intended to mobilize all forces for a decisive battle with the People's Party in Hebei, the expressions of all the troop commanders turned solemn. They hadn't been idle these days; they had drawn up one operation plan after another. However, these plans all had some problems, which was that the troops of other factions invariably bore the tasks that required effort but yielded no thanks, while the troops of their own faction at least received the best tasks in the military plans. So the head of every faction wanted their own military plan to be passed and clearly opposed the military plans of others.

Now that it looked like Yuan Shikai was going to personally command the war, all the warlords stopped making a sound. Everyone could oppose other military governors, but no one dared to oppose Yuan Shikai.

At this moment, Wang Shizhen spoke up, "Before sending out troops, there is one thing I'm afraid needs to be done first. Recently, many grain shops in Hebei are actually not selling grain. If the common people can't even buy grain, public sentiment will definitely be in great chaos. So someone has to come out and resolve this matter."

Those attending the meeting had mostly heard of this matter. Seeing Wang Shizhen raise this issue at such an important meeting, quite a few felt a bit surprised. Wang Shizhen continued, "I'm afraid there are people involved behind this matter. It would be inconvenient for other high officials to handle this. I recommend the President's second son, Yuan Kewen, to supervise this matter."

As soon as these words came out, everyone's expression changed. Yuan Shikai's eldest son, Yuan Keding, was forced to go abroad because he foolishly recruited people to assassinate Chen Ke. And Yuan Shikai's second son, Yuan Kewen, logically succeeded to Yuan Keding's position. Now that Wang Shizhen suggested Yuan Kewen come out to supervise this matter, it wasn't a bad choice. Everyone would think that Yuan Kewen represented Yuan Shikai's attitude. If they really wanted to solve the grain problem on the market, they really needed someone like Yuan Kewen.

But Yuan Kewen was a real thorn in the hearts of quite a few people.

Sure enough, Wang Shizhen continued, "If the Second Young Master comes out to investigate this grain matter, he has to bring people. We might as well let him bring the Model Regiment to handle this."

Almost everyone's face became even uglier. Wang Shizhen really "didn't avoid relatives in internal appointments"! Yuan Kewen and the Model Regiment were that thorn in the hearts of the Beiyang generals.

The Beiyang New Army was single-handedly pulled up by Yuan Shikai back in the day. And just after Yuan Keding ruined things and was forced to go abroad, Yuan Shikai began to let his second son, Yuan Kewen, start training a "Model Regiment" New Army. This wasn't a result of Yuan Shikai suddenly indulging in wild fantasies; Yuan Kewen had always wanted to imitate the German Emperor's Imperial Guard to organize an army. This army mainly recruited nobles and the children of officers. The German Emperor's purpose in doing this was nothing more than to build a tighter interest group. The high-ranking Beiyang generals could easily understand this point, but Yuan Keding's purpose in wanting to do this made the Beiyang generals feel unable to accept it. The German Royal Imperial Guard was to guard the Emperor. Yuan Shikai was not yet the Emperor, so what exactly was Yuan Keding's purpose in doing this?

Therefore, the group headed by Duan Qirui looked coldly upon this "Model Regiment" New Army led by Yuan Kewen. On the contrary, the group that supported Yuan Shikai's bid for emperor strongly supported it.

Wang Shizhen never expressed an opinion on such matters and did not give special treatment to this "Model Regiment" New Army. But proposing at this critical moment to let the "Model Regiment" New Army handle the grain matter, the generals felt it very unacceptable, yet they really couldn't find a more suitable candidate. Up to now, what the "Model Regiment" New Army represented was still really Yuan Shikai's personal attitude.

Everyone looked at Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai only remained silent for a moment before answering, "Just handle it according to Pinqing's idea!"

As usual, news of the Beiyang Army was quickly transmitted to Chen Ke's hands through the People's Party's intelligence system, and then forwarded to Chai Qingguo at the front line. Chai Qingguo felt extremely excited in his heart, so much so that he spent a full hour barely calming this mood before the meeting.

Not long ago, he annihilated a brigade of Wu Peifu in Linzhang County, and annihilated another brigade of Wu Peifu that had advanced rashly with light troops. In the engagement with Wu Peifu, he beat back and pursued Wu Peifu's troops. In the post-war statistics, he wiped out roughly more than 40,000 men from various Beiyang units. Although he failed to encircle and annihilate the troops Wu Peifu sent out for field battle, such heavy damage could be considered to have made the Beiyang Army suffer greatly. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army did not pursue and attack Handan, where Wu Peifu was entrenched, with hot pursuit. After the opportunity for a war of annihilation was lost, there was absolutely no need to obsess over what had happened in the past. Rather than halting troops under a fortified city without the intention to attack, it was better not to approach the enemy at all.

Now learning that the Beiyang Army claimed they would use a million-strong army to come and annihilate him, this couldn't help but make Chai Qingguo incomparably excited. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army still maintained the initiative in battle; they could fight if they wanted, and leave if they wanted. Whether to engage the enemy was actually not a choice; at the moment, he only had to consider *how* to engage the enemy.

The comrades who received the news at the military meeting were also extremely excited, but most of this excitement was negative emotion. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had about 300,000 troops in Hebei, among which the 18th Army, which cut off the connection between Handan and Xingtai, was an engineering unit, and it was not yet time for this unit to conduct large-scale field operations. So, 200,000 men facing an attack by a million-strong army—no matter how one looked at it, it was not a good thing that made people optimistic.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's intelligence was very detailed, including an exposition of the strategy of besieging Wei to rescue Zhao proposed by Beiyang's Wu Peifu. Chai Qingguo laughed, "'Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao' states very clearly: rather than attacking a united enemy, attack a dispersed one; rather than attacking the strong, attack the weak. Attacking an enemy force that is concentrated and powerful is not as effective as making the powerful enemy disperse and weaken before attacking. Attacking the enemy's strong parts is not as effective as attacking the enemy's weak parts. The Sixteen-Character Formula talks about exactly this."

"The problem lies in the fact that the enemy is unpredictable. They will definitely implement a multi-pronged attack, but what will be the reaction of each route after being attacked by us? There is currently no way to predict correctly." This statement represented the worries of most comrades.

"The enemy is unpredictable; this is inevitable. That is why Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes: you fight your way, I fight mine."
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Chapter 100: The End of the Beginning (8)

As usual, news of the Beiyang Army quickly reached Chen Ke through the People's Party's intelligence system, and was then forwarded to Chai Qingguo at the front lines. Chai Qingguo felt extremely excited, so much so that he spent a full hour before the meeting barely managing to calm his mood.

Not long ago, they had annihilated a brigade of Wu Peifu's in Linzhang County, and another brigade of Wu Peifu's that had rashly advanced with light troops. In the engagement with Wu Peifu, they had repelled and pursued Wu Peifu's troops. Post-battle statistics showed they had wiped out over forty thousand men from various Beiyang units. Although they hadn't managed to encircle and annihilate the troops Wu Peifu sent out for field operations, such heavy damage was still a bitter pill for the Beiyang Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not relentlessly pursue and attack Handan, where Wu Peifu was entrenched. Since the opportunity for a battle of annihilation had passed, there was absolutely no need to dwell on past events. Rather than halting troops under a fortified city with no intention of attacking, it was better not to approach the enemy at all.

Now, learning that the Beiyang Army claimed to be mobilizing a million troops to come and annihilate them, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but be incredibly excited. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still held the initiative in combat; they could fight if they wanted, and leave if they wanted. Whether to meet the enemy wasn't really a choice; the only thing to consider right now was *how* to meet them.

The comrades who received the news at the military meeting were also extremely excited, though most of this excitement contained negative emotions. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had about 300,000 troops in Hebei, among which the 18th Army, cutting off the connection between Handan and Xingtai, was still an engineering corps, and it wasn't yet time for this unit to conduct large-scale field operations. So, 200,000 men facing an attack by a million troops—no matter how you looked at it, this wasn't something to be optimistic about.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's intelligence was very detailed, including accounts of the "Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao" stratagem proposed by the Beiyang's Wu Peifu. The comrades present were all military academy graduates. Chai Qingguo, whose grades in the academy had been quite excellent, laughed: "It says very clearly in *Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao*: 'It is better to divide the enemy than to attack them together; it is better to attack their passive force than their active force.' Attacking an enemy force that is concentrated and powerful is not as effective as attacking them after they have been dispersed and weakened. Attacking the enemy's strong points is not as effective as attacking their weak points. The Sixteen-Character Mantra talks about exactly this."

Everyone had studied these contents, but some still raised opinions. This statement even represented the worries of the majority of comrades. "The problem lies in the fact that the enemy is unpredictable. They will definitely launch multi-pronged attacks, but how will each prong react after being attacked by us? Right now, there is simply no way to predict correctly."

Chai Qingguo's answer was an extreme cliché. "It is inevitable that the enemy is unpredictable. That is why Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes: 'You fight your way, I fight mine.' Isn't the purpose of all that usual training for this war? If we fight our own battles well and accomplish our campaign and tactical objectives, the enemy is doomed."

Having said this, Chai Qingguo walked to the map and pointed at the Hebei war situation. "The Beiyang Army definitely hopes we will besiege Handan and fail to take it for a long time. This way, their million troops can leisurely surround us and execute a battle of annihilation. This is their way of fighting. Our way of fighting is to have a portion of the troops monitor Handan, while the other troops spread out to strike at Beiyang Army units, just like Sun Wukong drilling into the the Bull Demon King's belly."

"That is the tactic of interior line operations. In Hebei, we are fighting on exterior lines; the Beiyang Army is on the interior lines." The dissenters were still relentless.

Chai Qingguo knocked on the blackboard where the map hung. "Then we must take the initiative to attack even more, turning Beiyang's interior lines into exterior lines, and turning our exterior lines into our interior lines. With that wretched state of Beiyang, we don't even need to painstakingly manage the Hebei localities; we just need to be more accepted by the Hebei local masses than Beiyang is."

These words made the eyes of the political commissar and a portion of the senior members light up, but a commander still couldn't help asking: "Then what should be done?"

"What should be done? Of course, it is to thoroughly destroy Beiyang's grassroots in Hebei." Chai Qingguo answered crisply and neatly. "All the county government offices, all the councilors, *Baozhang*, tax collectors—as long as they are targets we can strike, catch them all. For small Beiyang units, resolutely implement annihilation. Strive to make Beiyang blind and deaf in the localities before they launch their large-scale deployment. Comrades, our troops' discipline is far superior to Beiyang's. If we can destroy Beiyang's grassroots organizations in the localities, the entire Hebei will be interior line operations for us. At least we will be more 'interior line' than Beiyang. That's called that... what was that term again?" Chai Qingguo suddenly couldn't remember the specialized term after saying it.

"Did you want to say, 'comparative advantage'?" Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang answered.

Chai Qingguo nodded repeatedly. "Right! It's comparative advantage! People die when compared to people, goods are thrown away when compared to goods! In such specific competition, right now we just need to surpass Beiyang!"

This was no longer a purely military issue. Chai Qingguo was pointing out one of the essential differences between the People's Party and Beiyang: whether they stood with the people, or stood on top of the people. The difference between the two could be said to be worlds apart.

Speaking to this extent, the senior commanders had nothing left to say. Even if the war still had many difficulties, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had absolute confidence in itself regarding uniting the masses.

"What follows will be high-intensity continuous combat. Whichever unit feels it needs rest and reorganization now, propose it. I can let those units be responsible for the work of monitoring Handan. But after the rest period, these units will definitely have to replace the units from the early-stage large-scale mobile warfare on the front lines. So everyone prepare yourselves mentally—the further we go, the harder the fighting will be!" Chai Qingguo gave his own prediction. "Of course, whether Beiyang can successfully deploy these million troops is another matter entirely."

Chai Qingguo's prediction triggered a burst of approving laughter.

The characteristic of the People's Party's intelligence network was paying special attention to the grassroots and to universal information. The danger of this information gathering work was very low, but because the volume of data was massive, collecting and summarizing it was extremely tedious. To maintain the reliability of grassroots data, continuous updates were also needed. The manpower and material resources the People's Party spent caused the Henan side quite a headache. If viewed from the angle of "creating employment," basic intelligence statistics solidly provided thousands of job opportunities. But before this data was truly used, the massive investment seemed to not be worth the cost.

After the combat objective was determined as clearing out Beiyang's local grassroots forces, the various units were soon distributed thick files. The names and locations of each county, the location of government offices, the lives, physical characteristics, and family backgrounds of government organization members, the situation of various local councilors, the situation of *Baozhang*... tens of thousands of pieces of intelligence were rapidly delivered to the hands of each unit. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's goal was to first eliminate the small Beiyang Army units in various places, and then temporarily arrest these people.

Once the goal was clear, the various units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Hebei immediately moved out. Starting from Linzhang County, which was already liberated, and the local area of Handan which was under siege, a meticulous "great sweep" officially began. Among the many units, the first to set out was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Brigade. Brigade Commander Pang Zi did not ride at the very front of the column as usual, but honestly commanded the entire march from within the formation. Although the target was his hometown of Nangong County, Pang Zi did not show his past impetuous manner.

This wasn't because Pang Zi had been secretly reprimanded by Chai Qingguo. During the study process at the cadre school, any comrade who could not truly achieve some realization would face the possibility of "indefinite reform." The means of reform was concentrated labor. The more a comrade desperately tried to show they had recognized their mistakes and desperately worked to reform, the less likely they were to pass the review.

Thought reform sounded quite terrifying, but when actually implemented, it was quite simple. There was only one core indicator: any comrade who believed that revolution "had an end," or believed that "once life reaches a certain height, one can sit in that position and issue orders"—if they couldn't withstand this kind of labor reform and thought brainwashing, they could request to withdraw themselves. Otherwise, they had to continuously accept labor reform.
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The End of the Beginning (9)

Pang Zi's original goal for working was very simple: he definitely wanted to get benefits from it. After doing things, he either wanted a promotion or to get rich. Even if the People's Party was very strict, his name had to be on the merit book at least. He believed that even if they hadn't conquered the world yet, there would always be a day for rewards based on merit. When that day came, just based on the densely packed merits in the book, Pang Zi would have to enjoy high position and generous pay.

In the cadre school, these cadres receiving education were first bluntly told that as People's Party members, this kind of thinking was no longer needed. The People's Party was not such an organization. With the liberation of all of China and the development of overall industrial strength, everyone's life would be greatly improved. However, for People's Party members, in the foreseeable thirty years, it would be more about contribution than taking. Legitimate income could definitely be guaranteed, but for those who wanted to engage in "power distribution" like in the feudal era and obtain economic benefits through the power distribution system, they could quit now.

Many comrades did have this kind of thinking psychologically before coming in for reform. More accurately, the ideological system established by the education they received was "sell your life to someone, then get a return."

After being bluntly criticized for this thought, the comrades were all stunned. Chairman Chen Ke and those high-ranking cadres worked so hard. In the eyes of these comrades, that was because of their noble character, and this noble character had already been rewarded—didn't those comrades already have high-level leadership positions? As lower-level cadres, couldn't they receive some degree of "compensation"? So there were comrades who quit, and the number was actually quite large. After a period of reform, more than 30% of the comrades undergoing reform submitted applications to quit.

However, quitting the People's Party was not an easy thing either. "Come clearly, go clearly!" This was the path of reform. Why do you want to leave? Which program and concept of the People's Party can't you accept? This had to be talked through clearly. Bluntly speaking, there were indeed comrades who came for high positions and generous pay, and for privileges.

But these guys with backbone were the minority after all. Most comrades started to equivocate. Talking about unreasonable systems, various difficulties in work. Anyway, they were not wrong; it was all external problems. The Party School was very straightforward: if you want to solve problems, solve them in labor practice. All comrades participating in reform participated in various related labor. This made many comrades complain endlessly. They were not rectified because they couldn't solve practical problems; everyone was opposed to continuing hard labor. The method of reform was constant labor—who could stand it?

The cadre school didn't just blindly torment people; they also constantly held classes. The classes described the concept of the state, what kind of future China the People's Party wanted to build, and why China had to be built this way. These comrades undergoing reform really had their eyes opened. Most comrades who dared to devote themselves to the revolution hoped to change the status quo of China. However, everyone's idea was a change of dynasty. In this earth-shaking revolution, they wanted to elevate themselves from the status of the exploited and ruled to the exploiters and rulers. They had no concept of what the future China would actually look like, nor did they particularly want to figure it out.

Working while receiving educational reform at the Party School broadened their horizons and linked theory with practice. The comrades finally became honest. Everyone gradually told the truth: in this revolution led by Chen Ke, as founding fathers of the revolution, what position should they be in? What could they actually get from this revolution?

The Party Constitution was taken out and explained carefully again, and the basic concepts of the Party were explained again. The future China would be a new system where laborers are the masters. The standard for judging a person in the new society is their labor ability, not bloodline and official position. In education, man's biological nature and social nature were also mentioned. In terms of biological nature, various selfish actions of humans are instincts, even including eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling—these behaviors are just projections of biological nature in human society. There is no good or evil in these behaviors. However, as a social person, from the perspective of "man is the sum of various social relations," as a People's Party member, his cognition can be imperfect or even have incorrect parts, but the core point cannot be wrong. That is, People's Party members must be part of social labor and be proletarians. They possess neither assets nor power. In actual labor, they might be officials or managers of various enterprises, receiving corresponding compensation according to their labor.

Fortunately, Chen Ke himself and the main cadres around him worked hard like saints, and most of these comrades had very direct dealings with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke himself had already set an example, no one dared to directly say words criticizing this ideal. The focus of the debate concentrated on "whether official position and status are rewards or responsibilities."

Some comrades insisted that official position and status brought enjoyment. If Chairman Chen Ke didn't enjoy it, that was his personal problem. Official position and status themselves must bring enjoyment. Even if it didn't bring enjoyment to oneself, it must bring enjoyment and benefits to the family. This is inevitable, certain, and mandatory!

These words resonated with the vast majority of comrades undergoing reform. But people seek advantages and avoid disadvantages after all. Even if they agreed with this idea in their hearts, those who dared to persist in this concept and publicly state that they were in it for this were still the minority. More than 30% of the comrades undergoing reform had understood their mistakes by this time. They made a profound self-criticism of their behavior. However, they raised another question: since the revolution is not for the concept that being an official is for enjoyment, then what does the revolution mean? How exactly should it be done?

The discussion turned to "whether to participate in social labor as a social person" or "to occupy means of production and power as a projection of biological nature on social behavior." Such higher-level discussions unfolded.

Pang Zi was in the second wave to "graduate" from the cadre school. The comrades in the first wave of "graduates" had thoroughly understood what kind of new China Chen Ke led the People's Party to build during the learning and reform process, and sincerely expressed their willingness to accept this concept. The reason Pang Zi only graduated in the second wave was that he and a considerable number of comrades were already willing to sincerely accept the People's Party's concepts, but they had a deep-rooted idea: since they accepted this reform, were they already labeled as "bad people"? In China, if a person had been a "bad person," they would never be able to turn over a new leaf.

The cadre school conducted education targeting the "good person/bad person" concerns faced by comrades like Pang Zi. Social labor looks at the current work. Comrades all participated in factory labor. If the parts produced yesterday had problems, it didn't mean that after learning and summarizing, the parts today would definitely have problems. And if today's parts were fine, it didn't mean that problems wouldn't be encountered in tomorrow's production.

The key lies in whether the thinking is problematic. The so-called good person or bad person refers to this kind of thinking. Since the thinking has changed, what is there to be afraid of? History cannot be erased, but everyone lives in the present. History is the past that cannot be changed.

Pang Zi was not good at this extremely rational speculation, but he finally understood "what to do." That is to know what his current position needs to do, and what he can do. The organization of the People's Party talks about seeking truth from facts, talks about facts. If someone maliciously mentions the past in work, then the one who is wrong is definitely not Pang Zi.

After determining this matter, Pang Zi finally felt the dark clouds scatter. *Laozi* made mistakes, that's true. But *Laozi* making mistakes doesn't mean you can hold on to *Laozi*'s past mistakes and not let go. Let's just talk about current matters. Together with other comrades who understood this principle, he made a final thought report. After several talks with the organization, Pang Zi and a large number of comrades put down their burdens and returned to the ranks.

Becoming a division commander was naturally out of the question. Although Pang Zi felt regretful, he still accepted this fact. At the meeting where the troops rearranged Pang Zi's work, Pang Zi frankly stated that he would do his best even if he was a small soldier, but he still hoped to at least become a battalion-level commander. This was not only a problem of Pang Zi's own psychological endurance but also because his experience could play a greater effect at least in the battalion-level commander position.

The comrades in the army were extremely straightforward. Pang Zi's words caused a burst of good-natured and understanding laughter in the headquarters. Finally, Pang Zi was appointed as the acting brigade commander of the Cavalry Brigade of the 18th Army. Now he received the order to clear out the Beiyang grassroots in Nangong County.

If it were before, being able to lead thousands of troops back to his hometown, Pang Zi would definitely be smug. After the cadre school education, Pang Zi found that he had absolutely no such thoughts this time. Even when comrades mentioned at the combat meeting that Nangong County was Pang Zi's hometown, Pang Zi immediately and seriously told the comrades not to mention this issue unrelated to the battle. This was not Pang Zi putting on airs or pretending to be noble. He was very clear about his own affairs now. How could the little tail of seeking fame and profit be cut off so easily? It was good enough that he didn't take the initiative to think about returning home in glory. If others provoked him with words, if Pang Zi couldn't immediately eliminate such thoughts, his train of thought would immediately follow. On this point, Pang Zi extremely agreed with the straightforward and taboo-free content in the cadre school education. Chen Ke seemed to be free and unfettered because Chen Ke's perspective was the whole world. He should be the one with the broadest and most profound vision in the Party. It was not that Chen Ke himself had no desire for fame and fortune, but that what Chen Ke pursued had nothing to do with fame and fortune.

Even though it had been a while since "graduating" from the cadre school, Pang Zi could only try hard to avoid the influence of the desire for fame and profit on himself. If it were said to be completely insulated from fame and profit, Pang Zi knew deeply that he was far from being able to do that.

"Let's march in disguise this time. Currently, there are many Beiyang Army garrisons in Hebei, and the local people don't know the Beiyang Army's movements. Disguising as the Beiyang Army makes it easy to trick our way through various defenses." Pang Zi put forward his own view.

No one opposed Pang Zi. Comrades had participated in land reform, which was work implemented in liberated areas. How to effectively solve the enemy's grassroots organizations within the enemy's sphere of influence was also a new topic. Some comrades did mention that Pang Zi led horse bandits to sweep across Hebei back then, and asked what experience from that work could be used for reference.

Pang Zi felt that the ideological education at the cadre school really hit the point. As long as Pang Zi worked down-to-earth, neither trying to prove that he was a good person nor doing the opposite and trying to prove that he didn't care about the evaluation of being a good or bad person, but working completely based on facts, the comrades would treat Pang Zi as a brigade commander doing his job. Because Pang Zi's current job was the acting brigade commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Brigade. If the atmosphere of seeking truth from facts in the army could be maintained, and one did not try to seek fame and profit, then no one would mention Pang Zi's past at all. What relationship did mentioning Pang Zi's past have with the current work?

With a sense of relaxation and a trace of rejoicing, Pang Zi recounted his experiences back then in a very matter-of-fact way. Nangong County was a traffic hub with many traveling merchants coming and going. At that time, Pang Zi and the others used Linqing near Nangong County as a place for trading stolen goods, and they made a lot of money. At that time, everyone looted everywhere, firstly to let the bandits have some income, and secondly to boost their courage to complete the final grand looting of places like the Manchu Imperial Estates. Bandits scattered everywhere could also effectively disperse the enemy's targets and attention. Now, it was necessary to systematically arrest Beiyang grassroots personnel, which was not comparable to the past.

The military conference first determined the military plan to capture the two county towns in disguise. As for whether to enter various places in disguise to arrest Beiyang grassroots personnel, everyone had quite a divergence of opinion.

"Wearing Beiyang uniforms to arrest people is more effective. It can also make the locals think that the Beiyang Army is going to attack them, creating enough chaos." The supporters' reasons seemed quite sufficient.

The attitude of the opponents was also very firm. "We are now fighting the Beiyang openly and squarely. Tricking the Beiyang defenders is one thing. Arresting Beiyang grassroots personnel is another. We have to let these grassroots understand that Beiyang has absolutely no ability to protect their grassroots personnel. Only in this way can the ordinary people see our power and let the local forces understand that Beiyang has reached such a predicament. If there are no such clear arrests, the locals cannot make a real choice."

"But in this case, will there be resistance from local armed forces? There are many bandits in Hebei. Although most bandits have gone to eat soldier's rations now, the local armed forces are still strong. Based on the situation we already know, the escort agencies in Nangong County and other places also have two or three hundred people, and everyone has a gun. Fighting the Beiyang Army is easy, but clearing out local armed forces, especially clearing out these forces when we haven't grasped the local political power, the difficulties we encounter are very great."

Hearing the term "Nangong County Escort Agency," Pang Zi felt uncomfortable in his heart. For a moment, he couldn't even help suspecting if someone mentioned this matter to imply something. However, Pang Zi forced himself not to make such associations. After all, this was work. Everyone had only one goal, which was work. As a brigade commander, Pang Zi also had only one task, which was to complete the combat mission most effectively. Even if he wanted to prove himself, Pang Zi only had this one way.

It wasn't easy to wait for that uncomfortable feeling in his heart to pass, but Pang Zi felt relaxed instead. He finally made a decision. "For the enemy's armed forces, we should try our best to use camouflage to trick open the enemy's camp and solve them in the smallest way. This is fighting a war, not playing hero. However, for the arrest operation, we should carry it out as publicly as possible. This is to display our strength to the masses. What does everyone think?"

Everyone agreed with this suggestion, and Pang Zi's proposal was supported accordingly. Pang Zi's train of thought opened up at this time. He continued: "Actually, we might as well do this. We can be the People's Party ourselves and pretend to be the Beiyang Army. Get two battalions to specifically disguise themselves as the Beiyang Army, and then move around various places in the name of the People's Party operating in this area. Our main force can just follow this unit everywhere. What does everyone think?"

This idea was cunning enough and more operable. Comrades agreed extremely with this suggestion, and the commander of the Second Battalion immediately stood up and expressed his willingness to undertake this task.

Nangong County was now a war zone. Like other areas, a brigade of defense troops was stationed near the county town. The Magistrate of Nangong County was quite disgusted with this Beiyang Army. Since this unit arrived in Nangong County a few months ago, conflicts between the army and the people had not stopped. Soldiers secretly entering the brothels in the county town to play with women could still be understood. It was definitely not a big deal that local whoremongers couldn't find a place because the brothel business was booming. What annoyed the Magistrate was that when the Beiyang Army quartermasters purchased vegetables and meat, they often didn't give enough money. The vendors felt shortchanged and naturally refused to continue doing this business. The Magistrate also refused to intervene in such conflicts. Soldiers were bandits; it was like this throughout the Manchu Qing era. The Beiyang Army couldn't change either. But first, the quartermaster of the garrison came to find the Magistrate of Nangong County, demanding that they provide enough vegetables and meat. After the Magistrate shirked this matter, the brigade commander of the garrison directly sent people to demand the Magistrate solve this problem. The brigade commander's reason was that it was said that duck eggs in Nangong County were cheap and could be sold to Beijing and Tianjin. Now the price of duck eggs here was extremely expensive; it must be unscrupulous merchants deliberately raising prices.

Hearing this, the Magistrate was furious. Nangong County's duck eggs were indeed once cheap and sold widely. But that was when the big bandit leader Pang Zi was in Nangong County. Wasn't it the Beiyang Army that Pang Zi beat away? Not only did they beat Pang Zi away, but the Beiyang Army also looted Pang Zi's breeding farm completely and even burned the site to flat ground. Since then, the once-famous salted duck eggs of Nangong County had vanished. The Beiyang Army didn't mention what they had done but instead questioned the Magistrate. This practice made the Magistrate extremely annoyed.

However, military lords were not to be trifled with, especially during wartime. It wasn't easy to muddle through the matter. It took a good while for the Magistrate to calm down from those soldiers' extremely aggressive words.

The second day after sending this group of people away, the Magistrate heard that a large group of Beiyang Army cavalry had come from the south early in the morning, passing through Nangong County and heading straight for the Beiyang Army garrison. Fortunately, these people were very arrogant and ignored the county leaders who came to inquire politely. Saving trouble, the Magistrate didn't care either. The only thing that made him feel a little strange was that according to the county's security team, many people in this Beiyang Army team spoke with a Henan accent when marching and passing orders. The Magistrate knew that the Beiyang Army recruited many bandits when expanding the army, and the bandits joined in groups.

"This dignified Zhili has now become a place for bandits from all provinces to entrench themselves!" The Magistrate didn't say anything with his mouth, but he disapproved in his heart.

This Beiyang Army composed of "Henan bandits" had been gone for less than half a day when suddenly a yamen runner rushed into the county yamen in a hurry. "Lord, something bad has happened. The Beiyang Army camp is fighting."

"What's going on?" The Magistrate was also greatly shocked.

"I don't know. Anyway, gunshots are constant there. It must be a fight." The yamen runner answered, also at a loss.

The Magistrate had no solution either. He only had some security corps in his hands, numbering less than five hundred. No matter who dared to attack the Beiyang Army, they must have strong military strength. Those people dared to fight even the tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, let alone the five hundred people in Nangong County. Unknowingly, the Magistrate's forehead was already covered with sweat. "Go..., go and inquire again." The Magistrate gave a solution that was not a solution.

More than two hours later, the yamen runner rushed in again. This time the yamen runner was no longer in a hurry, but tripped at the door and rolled into the county yamen. "Lord! Lord! Something bad has happened! The People's Party is here! The leader is Pang Zi, the former King Pang!"

Hearing this sudden news, the Magistrate sat on the chair, tongue-tied, not knowing what to say at all.
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"People in the county seat, listen up! Put down your weapons and open the city gates. This way you can save your lives. If you resist to the end, bullets have no eyes. Everyone is in this Security Corps just to make a living, why throw your lives away for the Magistrate?" The muffled shouting came from afar. The sound didn't seem to penetrate through the walls, but rather seemed to come down from the sky. This strange sensation made the Magistrate shudder, waking him from his dazed state.

"Who is talking nonsense on the street!" the Magistrate asked tremblingly.

A yamen runner hurriedly ran out to look, and soon darted back. He answered with a face the color of earth: "My Lord, no one is shouting on the street. It's the People's Party shouting outside the city!"

This was clearly one person's voice, not tens or hundreds of people shouting. Even knowing the runner dared not lie, the Magistrate still felt disbelief. He summoned up his courage and said, "Men, prepare the carriage."

The runners could clearly see the Magistrate's legs were soft. They quickly ran out to get a carriage, supporting the Magistrate to go out and ride to the top of the county wall. The voice persuading surrender continued throughout. Shops and households were all scared into closing their doors tightly. However, quite a few people peeked out from the cracks in their doors, and terrified weeping of women could be heard from some courtyards.

The Magistrate wanted to maintain at least some dignity, only letting one runner support him when going up the wall. The Security Corps on the wall was sparse at this time. Using five hundred men to defend the entire county seat was obviously unreliable, not to mention many had already fled. Seeing the Magistrate come up the wall, the head of the Security Corps welcomed him with a pale face. The Magistrate had soft legs, but this Security Corps Commander's legs were both trembling. His lips quivered as he asked: "My Lord, what should we do?"

Ignoring the Security Corps Commander's behavior, the Magistrate held onto the battlements and looked out. Now he finally understood where such a huge sound came from. Two huge loudspeakers were set up not far outside the city, emitting huge sounds. A little further behind the loudspeakers, thousands of soldiers were waiting in full battle array. Originally, the Magistrate thought the trembling Security Corps Commander was a coward, but now he suddenly felt that facing such a massive enemy force, the fact that the Commander could tremble without fleeing already made him a brave man.

At this moment, the Magistrate heard the big loudspeaker shout: "We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, will never harass the common people, nor will we kill indiscriminately. But you must open the city and surrender. We will wait ten more minutes. If you don't surrender, we will attack the city!"

The Magistrate shuddered all over. If these thousands of people outside attacked the city, these few hundred people simply couldn't hold it. Just as he wanted to ask the Security Corps Commander what to do, he felt his arms being held by people on his left and right. The Magistrate was angry in his heart. If he was supported by people on both sides at this time, what would he look like? Even if he was afraid, he couldn't show it in front of everyone. Just as he wanted to scold the two people, he heard the Security Corps Commander say with an extremely guilty voice: "Lord Magistrate, I am sorry. To save the brothers' lives, I can only wrong you."

As soon as the voice fell, the two holding the Magistrate's arms twisted them back and tied him up. The Magistrate glared at the Security Corps Commander. The Commander looked guilty but did not dodge his gaze. The Magistrate's first reaction was to scream and curse hysterically, but at this last moment, he maintained his self-esteem after all and didn't curse. After all, the Magistrate knew very well that in this situation, any resistance was meaningless.

"Go, tell the People's Party outside the city, we surrender!" The Security Corps Commander ordered the people around him.

That person seemed to have been waiting for this order for a long time. He rushed down the city wall like a rabbit, shouting high: "Gentlemen, don't shoot, we surrender!" and flew towards the People's Party position. The shouting was so loud that even when he was far from the city wall, the Magistrate could still hear it clearly.

When the Magistrate was brought before Pang Zi, he saw Pang Zi discussing something with a group of People's Party soldiers. Seeing this former hooligan return to Nangong County as a high official, the Magistrate sneered, "Pang Zi, you have returned."

Pang Zi certainly heard the sarcasm in these words. He laughed heartily, "I'm leaving right away, but I have to trouble you to take a trip with me."

After speaking, Pang Zi waved his hand, "Take them down!"

The Magistrate originally thought Pang Zi would make a speech full of satisfaction, or even publicly insult him. Unexpectedly, Pang Zi acted as if nothing had happened, doing what he was supposed to do. This steady demeanor was beyond the Magistrate's expectation, but this attitude also gave rise to an annoyance of being despised in the Magistrate.

Similar to when horse bandits ravaged Hebei a few years ago, after Pang Zi and the others annihilated the Beiyang Army stationed in Linqing County, Linqing Wharf became an important transport wharf again. But this time, the People's Party's small steamships no longer transported looted money and goods. The captives of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were loaded onto ships at Linqing Wharf and transported south by water to the concentration camps in the People's Party base areas.

Under the condition that transport capacity and time were fixed, to solve the contradiction between limited transport capacity and the huge number of people, the only way was to increase transport density. The iron cages installed on the long barges towed behind the small steamships were stuffed with people. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care about background at all, just stuffing people in according to region. So the Nangong County Magistrate, yamen runners, Nangong County Security Corps Commander, and Security Corps members met again. Not only these people, but also the local councilors of Nangong County who hadn't run to Beijing, local tax collectors, and baozhangs also met with the gentlemen in the county.

The People's Party arrested people so thoroughly that these guys who became prisoners had not expected it. The awkwardness of the initial reunion was soon replaced by fear of the future. The runner really couldn't hold back and asked the Security Corps Commander first: "Lord Jing, where do you think they will send us?"

The Security Corps Commander originally thought that by opening the city and surrendering, he would at least be released. He didn't expect to be stuffed into a cage too, and even less expected the People's Party to take him to another place. He couldn't answer for a moment.

Instead, the county councilor said with a crying tone: "I'm afraid they are going to take us to be beheaded, right?"

As soon as this was said, everyone in the cage was frightened enough. Some timid ones already had tears in their eyes and were trembling all over.

"If they wanted to behead us, why go to such great lengths to transport us to another place? Wouldn't it be easier to kill us on the spot and dig a pit to bury us?" The Magistrate was not so nervous, and he spoke slowly.

"Then are they going to kidnap us for ransom?" The councilor didn't feel relieved by the Magistrate's explanation.

"Kidnapping you has ransom, but what ransom is there for kidnapping me and these brothers?" The Security Corps Commander said, unwilling to show weakness. This made sense. There were about a hundred people stuffed in the iron cage. More than half were Security Corps members, all from poor backgrounds, from whom no ransom could be extorted.

"Then what is the use of catching us?" The councilor was even more flustered. Wanting neither life nor money, what exactly did the People's Party want to do by catching so many people? The unknown fear was even more unbearable.

Not only the councilor, but all the arrested people couldn't understand this. The crowd began to discuss in low voices. Before long, someone complained in a low voice, "This Beiyang Army acts high and mighty on normal days, but now they are nowhere to be seen. What do these people eat?"

"The Beiyang Army near the county was defeated by the People's Party. I saw many captives waiting to board ships at the wharf," said someone who had seen the captured Beiyang troops.

Hearing that the Beiyang Army was also wiped out, some Security Corps members couldn't help but make noise, "F*ck, Beiyang cowards! I won't trust them anymore. Anyway, I'm a pauper with no land at home. Doesn't the People's Party distribute land? I won't lose anything if my family gets land distributed. I'll go join the People's Party!"

These indignant words startled the Magistrate, councilor, landlords, and others. However, the other Security Corps members, who were also from poor backgrounds, couldn't help laughing heartily after hearing this, "You go join them, but will they want you?"

The one who spoke felt embarrassed seeing his brothers around him mocking him, and shouted loudly, "Pang Zi joined the People's Party, and the People's Party wanted him. Why wouldn't the People's Party want me if I joined? If according to what the county said, the People's Party just wants to distribute land, even if I can't fight, can't I just honestly farm at home? Back then, I had a relative who joined that collective farm organized by Pang Zi, where a Mr. Chen Tianhua was in charge. Their life was pretty good. If the Beiyang hadn't attacked, my relative would have made a fortune selling salted duck eggs long ago. If farming doesn't work, can I raise ducks?"

"That's true. I also had a relative who participated in the collective farm. If I could raise ducks, that wouldn't be bad." Other corps members immediately agreed.

Listening to these people shouting, the Magistrate's face became uglier and uglier. He couldn't help shouting: "You are trying to be rebel bandits. The People's Party is a bunch of bandits. Following them won't bring any good results!"

Roared at by the Magistrate, including the corps member who shouted first, many people dared not make a sound anymore. However, one who hadn't spoken originally couldn't help sneering, "Bandits? In the eyes of the People's Party, you are the bandit, right? If you weren't a bandit, why are you locked in this cage? We have no grudges with the People's Party in the past or present. If we hadn't followed Beiyang, followed you, how would we be here accompanying you to the execution ground? You still have the face to scold us! Go cool off somewhere!"

The Magistrate had never been rebuked to his face by someone of such low status. His face instantly turned as purple as an eggplant. He pointed at the corps member who spoke and shouted, "You! You have such gall!"

The corps member was stunned at first, but soon was no longer afraid. He also pointed at the Magistrate and shouted: "What? You want to fight me? Fine, let's go one-on-one?"

The runner beside the Magistrate instinctively wanted to stand up for the Magistrate, but other corps members had already come up behind that corps member, staring at the Magistrate and others like tigers watching prey. The runner saw that the other side had many people, and why should he stand up for the Magistrate at this time? Not to mention that life and death were uncertain now, if he angered that group of people opposite, a solid beating right now would be inevitable. Not to mention that according to the news received currently, the Beiyang Army was not a match for the People's Party either. The Magistrate had no hope of regaining his position. Thinking of this, the runner quickly lowered his head and hid to the side, exposing the Magistrate alone in front of the corps members.

Finding himself facing a group of wolf-like corps members alone, the Magistrate suddenly realized he had nothing to rely on. In terms of force, he was not a match for the strong men opposite. In terms of power, now there was no difference in status between him and the strong corps members opposite.

While he was regretting, the corps member had already come up and grabbed the Magistrate. The corps member said viciously: "What the f*ck did you just say?"

"You are audacious!" The Magistrate shouted with a trembling voice. As soon as the shout fell, the corps member in front of him punched the Magistrate in the face. Before the Magistrate could fall, the corps member dragged him over, pinned him to the ground, and kicked him. After a few kicks, his ferocity rose, and he kicked harder and harder, shouting through gritted teeth while kicking: "I'll beat you to death, you dog magistrate! I'll beat... beat you to death, you dog magistrate!"

Other rich people were frightened enough seeing the Magistrate being beaten at first, but seeing the other party actually intended to kill, they couldn't care about fear and rushed up to save the Magistrate. Other corps members saw the rich people rushing up and were afraid their own man would suffer, so some bold ones also went up to block them. After a few shoves, a fight broke out. A moment later, the entire iron cage had turned into a brawl.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers responsible for guarding quickly hit the iron cage with batons and gun butts, "No fighting, no fighting!"

But since the fight had already started, the past hatred uncontrollably ignited everyone's nature. Especially those corps members, who had been bullied by these rich people quite a lot in normal times. Even if they hadn't been bullied directly, seeing the arrogant appearance of those high and mighty guys in the past, they naturally had anger in their hearts. Now that they finally found a chance to make a move, how could they easily let it go? They grabbed those people with money and status and beat them freely, completely ignoring the sound of hitting the iron cage.

Seeing that the situation could not be controlled, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dared not rashly enter the iron cage at this time. However, the commander had received training. He quickly asked the comrades to splash water into the cage with buckets. Suddenly splashed with cold water all over their heads and bodies, many people had to wipe the water off their faces and eyelids. At this time, the soldiers quickly shouted, "If you fight again, we will splash boiling water inside!" Finally, order was deterred.

Making everyone inside the cage squat against the iron cage, the guard soldiers pointed their guns at these people before opening the cage to go in and clean up the situation. The injured were carried out, and the people who started the fight were also pulled out and tied up. The Magistrate who was beaten first had passed out. Seeing his pale face and difficult breathing, he looked like he was in critical condition. This frightened the soldiers responsible for guarding. Calling for doctors, transferring the wounded and the perpetrators. It took quite a toss to initially stabilize the situation.

By evening, when the whole regiment held a meeting, the ships where group brawls occurred were not just one or two. The reason for the occurrence was without exception conflict between the old upper class and the lower class. And in ten cases, nine times the upper class was beaten badly by the lower class. The few exceptions were ships transporting the Beiyang Army, where officers and their diehards had a larger proportion on the ship, so they gained the upper hand.

Before the transport, everyone hadn't thought so specifically. They really hadn't expected the contradictions accumulated by class oppression in the past to erupt in such a fierce way at this time.

"What should we do? If they continue to fight like this, people will really die." The regiment commander responsible for the escort was a bit panicked. This fleet transported more than 20,000 captives, and the total number of escorts was only 3,000. According to the current appearance, if hundreds of people died on the way, the commander would have no way to account to the military region.

"Shall we screen them again?" The commander couldn't help asking the political commissar.

The political commissar also had no other way. He could understand the reason for the outbreak of class contradictions, but he could only analyze the reasons. Seeing the lower class step the upper class under their feet with violence in actual action, the political commissar was also seeing it with his own eyes for the first time.

Regarding the commander's suggestion, the political commissar said hesitantly: "We don't have time to screen again. Now time is tight and tasks are heavy, we really can't delay this time."

The commander was also helpless. Although he could command the military operations of more than 5,000 people in the whole regiment, that was based on the iron discipline of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Facing a group of strangers who were captives, the commander was also powerless. He thought for a while and said: "Political Commissar, isn't the magic weapon of our Party and army mobilizing the masses and relying on the masses? You are the Political Commissar, hurry up and think of a way according to this line of thought!"

The political commissar listened to this with his mouth agape. Mobilizing the masses is the magic weapon of our Party and army, this is correct. But that is mobilizing the masses in the base areas. How to mobilize these captured masses is still a new topic. let alone studied it, he hadn't even heard it proposed. But right now, they couldn't let these people continue to fight. The political commissar had to take out paper and drew four circles according to principal contradictions and secondary contradictions, who are enemies and who are friends. Naturally, he couldn't let the commander escape to rest. The main cadres in the regiment began to try to analyze the situation on the ship.

Ships where brawls occurred were punished by not being given food. After dawn, screening was implemented on all transport ships. Among those who didn't participate in the brawl yesterday, those from poor backgrounds and lower-class ordinary people were taken out of the ships. They were taken to the command ship for a talk.

The regiment commander responsible for the transport fleet guaranteed these people that if they were willing to help maintain order, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army transport ships would arrive at the destination in two days, and then these people would be released, and even given travel expenses and wages for maintaining order for these two days. The wages were not low, one silver dollar per person per day. But if these people couldn't effectively assist in maintaining order and put an end to brawling incidents, wages would be deducted.

For the wage of one silver dollar a day, these people of various commoner backgrounds naturally liked it. But they all asked the same question coincidently: they were insignificant small characters and simply couldn't suppress the situation.

"You don't need to be afraid of not being able to suppress the situation. As long as you see a conflict about to arise, point out the people who are about to cause trouble and shout their names loudly. We will naturally deal with those people." The commander also spoke practically.

In the end, most of the selected people signed up, and those who first proposed that they might not be able to do this job were hired with priority. A person knowing what they can't do is the symbol of reliability.

With the assistance of these masses, more than a hundred fights were stopped with great difficulty in the next day or so. Including more than two hundred injured and eighteen seriously injured including the Nangong County Magistrate, all captives on the ships were delivered alive to the concentration camp in the south. Of course, those assistants also received travel expenses and salaries, without deduction or difficulty. These people were told that they had been released and could go home.

The commander didn't want to do this job anymore. The comrades couldn't rest well all the way. Even fighting wasn't this tired. Unfortunately, he received an order. Given that the Beiyang Army's movement speed was not fast, the fleet responsible for escorting would temporarily continue the escort work.

After listening to the order, the commander thought to himself, *It would really be better to just fight quickly.*
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army launched a massive attack, eliminating isolated small units of the Beiyang Army everywhere and clearing out Beiyang's grassroots organizations. When the news reached the Beiyang side, it naturally became "The People's Party is unleashing soldiers to plunder Hebei." Since the People's Party had once disguised themselves as bandits to carry out such an action against the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai was not too surprised. However, he immediately summoned the Beiyang generals and demanded an advance in troop deployment.

"President, preparations are not yet fully complete. Deploying troops immediately is a bit hasty." The Beiyang generals were somewhat puzzled by Yuan Shikai's urgent idea.

Yuan Shikai threw a cold sentence at this group of guys who couldn't see the situation clearly, "If we don't deploy troops, what will we eat?"

"President, isn't there no problem with the military provisions for each army?" Cao Kun foolishly spoke the truth.

Such a politically clueless answer made Yuan Shikai too lazy to even reply. Wang Shizhen answered, "Scouts in the army have gone to various places to investigate. The People's Party is not only looting everywhere, but they have also taken away all the local officials and tax collectors. Without tax collectors, I'm afraid the agricultural tax cannot be collected."

This was what truly gave Yuan Shikai a headache. It was the crucial time for tax collection. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were really just looting, it would be fine. But the news brought back by the scouts showed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's looting actions were few, but they had effectively captured all the Beiyang tax collectors and local Baozhangs. Even if the People's Party sent out ten thousand men to loot, they couldn't carry away much grain on their backs and horses. Without these tax collectors and Baozhangs, Beiyang's tax collection simply could not proceed. This could be said to be pulling the firewood from under the cauldron. It was exactly the time when grain was just harvested, and the common people's grain was still drying. Once it was stored away in a few days, Beiyang could forget about collecting any grain through taxes this year. So Yuan Shikai ordered the Beiyang armies to move out quickly this time, the purpose was also to force the People's Party back as soon as possible and stop them from continuing to wreak havoc in Hebei.

After hearing Wang Shizhen's words, the generals all fell silent. Obviously, the expressions on some of their faces showed disapproval. Yuan Shikai knew what these people didn't say out loud, "If tax collectors can't collect grain, the Beiyang Army can just requisition grain themselves." And this was exactly what Yuan Shikai was trying his best to avoid. He knew the atmosphere of the Beiyang Army too well. When military discipline was strict and provisions were sufficient, the Beiyang Army might be able to refrain from looting the common people. But if the Beiyang Army was sent down to collect grain like this, it was destined to trigger large-scale looting of the Hebei region. Hebei was Zhili, the nest of Beiyang. To start looting in his own nest, Yuan Shikai himself couldn't make such a resolve.

Duan Qirui was responsible for this marching plan. Since Yuan Shikai had said so, he took out the final decisive battle plan that was basically completed. For Beiyang and the People's Party to fight with millions of troops concentrated in such an area of Hebei and Shandong, clever little tricks were useless. So the plan was a very standard large-scale corps operation plan. The Beiyang forces were divided into two major groups to fight in Hebei and Shandong.

Considering that a considerable part of the People's Party's troops had not been committed to Hebei, in the initial plan, the troops in Hebei would launch an attack on the People's Party entrenched in the Handan and Xingtai line with the posture of an encirclement and annihilation battle.

The Shandong side would divide its forces into two routes. One route would firmly defend Jinan, and the other route would head straight for Qingdao. At the same time, the Beiyang Fleet would cooperate with this route of the Beiyang Army at sea to besiege Qingdao. Once Qingdao was conquered, this route of the Beiyang Army would go south along the railway built by the People's Party, heading straight for Lianyungang, to open up communication with the southern Beiyang Army as soon as possible.

The plan was quite desirable. The Beiyang Army had no experience in large-scale wars, and their war concepts were very traditional, with occupying strategic points as the core concept. This plan fit the Beiyang Army's war concepts quite well and was quickly passed.

On July 4, 1915, the reconnaissance aircraft unit of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army observed an anomaly on the horizon in the sky 40 kilometers north of Xingtai. There were not many things that could cause an anomaly on the horizon. The experienced reconnaissance pilots roughly determined that the main force of the Beiyang Army was coming this way. The fuel carried by the plane did not leave them much loiter time for observation, so the pilots immediately made a decisive choice to return.

Upon landing, the pilots immediately reported the situation and requested to take off again.

"Don't even think about it, the plane needs maintenance. If you don't care about your life, our unit still cares," the group commander rejected the pilot's request without a second thought.

"Then I'll switch to another plane for reconnaissance!" The pilot had seen marching columns of thousands or even tens of thousands, but the movement on the horizon was really unusual. Just seeing that sign gave one a feeling of wanting to see it clearly.

"Pilot sorties have discipline, this must be done according to regulations." The group commander was completely unaccommodating. Too many comrades in the Air Force had sacrificed themselves due to mechanical failures. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army simply could not afford such losses just for a closer look.

"Don't worry, I'll take a good look for you," the pilot next in the rotation laughed. "Besides, the enemy can't run that fast. Thirty or forty li, their main force will have to walk for a day no matter what. You'll be able to see them tomorrow regardless."

Joking aside, the pilot for the second round had already become serious before pulling the control stick. Every time they went up into the sky, it was a fight for their lives. This was a fact clearly stated by countless records, training, and accidents witnessed with their own eyes. After accurately piloting the plane into the air, it first circled the airfield once. Only after the ground observed that the plane was flying normally was the pilot allowed to conduct a cruise reconnaissance towards the north of Xingtai.

In the present time without radar and radio navigation, all flights relied on marking ground flight targets to judge the plane's position. Woods, roads, rivers, and landmark buildings easily observed from the air were all base points for the pilots' judgment. Most of the energy in the air was used to make these judgments. Plus observing the situation on the ground, no matter what jokes there were before takeoff, once in the sky, there were absolutely no jokes in the pilot's mind.

Flying north along the railway line for more than thirty kilometers didn't take too long. It was mid-morning, and the summer sun was shining brightly. The pilot's pupils contracted under his flight goggles, not because the sun was dazzling, but because he saw several long green dragons appearing on the distant horizon. Even from a high altitude of more than four hundred meters looking down, the pilot still couldn't see the end of these few long green dragons.

The small dots running back and forth at the very front were definitely the vanguard cavalry. These horse teams ran back and forth, and the rolling dust raised on the ground could even be seen clearly from the air. As for the movement of that large group of men and horses rolling forward, the pilot had no intention of continuing to observe. After taking a few aerial photos, the pilot immediately returned to report. When the 12th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was stationed near Xingtai, they had already greatly destroyed the Beijing-Hankou Railway. The rails were naturally dismantled, and the roadbed was dug up for nearly a kilometer. The purpose was to prevent the Beiyang main force from arriving in Xingtai smoothly by train. But the facts before eyes showed one thing: the Beiyang Army had come anyway.

Chai Qingguo knew the news of the Beiyang Army going south. As a field army, the 18th Army had already relieved the 12th Engineer Army. The 12th Army had not been idle. They spent more than ten days building a solid defense system on the main communication lines between Xingtai and Handan. This defense system, with a depth of more than 10 kilometers from north to south and east to west, could even be called a defense line. The grain harvested from the vicinity was also stored inside the defense line, enough for the 100,000 men of the 18th Army to eat for two months. Water sources, grain, and ammunition were not lacking inside the defense line. With the Beiyang Army's current capabilities, it was impossible to bypass this defense position. If they wanted to save the troops in Handan, they had to break through this defense system.

Less than fifty kilometers away was the 15th Army in Linzhang County. This was a mobile unit, and the whole unit was ready to circle around with the Beiyang Army. Further south, on the border of Henan and Hebei, was the 12th Army. Their task was to block the possibility of the Beiyang Army going south with all its strength.

Confirming that all troops were in place, Chai Qingguo ordered: "Once the Beiyang Army enters the attack range, the Air Force will begin to carry out routine bombing on the Beiyang Army."

By the afternoon, the Air Force planes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army took off carrying bombs. At this time, the Beiyang Army troops had moved forward another five kilometers or so. The entire long dragon still had no end in sight, but the whole force had completely entered the Air Force's cruising range. Identifying from high altitude that the flight direction was directly above the marching column of the Beiyang Army, the air force pilot pulled the bomb release handle. Because the plane's bomb bay opened, the airflow in the cockpit also began to show some changes. When the bombing method was initially designed, the airflow problem was not considered, so in addition to mechanical failures, a group commander sacrificed himself heroically. In the subsequent adjustment design, four more planes were lost. Finally, the bombs were almost externally mounted on the outside of the plane, relying on mechanical transmission for release. Even so, a lot of wind would still drill into the cabin through various cracks.

After pulling the handle, the plane underwent slight vibrations due to the center of gravity change from the instant reduction of 48 kilograms of weight. Just such a small vibration had cost the Air Force at least six planes and four lives. The sixth group commander of the Henan Military Region Air Force led three other pilots to specifically experiment with solutions to this problem. One of the three pilots took over the position of the seventh group commander of the Air Force.

Adjusting the flap angle according to the manual, the vibration quickly subsided. The pilot only then had the leisure to observe the result. The green long dragon composed of Beiyang Army soldiers on the ground began to twist. With the bomb explosion point as the center, the enemy fled in all directions, and the team that had condensed into a strand scattered like green gravel. This made the pilot shout excitedly. The newly arrived Beiyang Army was obviously no better at fighting than Wu Peifu's troops in Handan.

The situation of the enemy in Hebei going south in large numbers soon reached Shandong. Acting Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief. While the situation in the Handan area of Hebei province was in full swing, Shandong seemed calm. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Shandong Military Region had been holding its troops back. Inside the frontline command set up in Jining, Pu Guanshui once showed no respect for his former boss in his words, "Has Yuan Shikai turned into a turtle now?"

Pu Guanshui knew very well that such anger was meaningless. Cursing couldn't possibly kill Yuan Shikai. The strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not to fight for every city with the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong. The strategic point at the junction of Hebei and Shandong was none other than Dezhou. After capturing Dezhou, one could directly attack Beijing. In terms of overall strategy, the Military Commission of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hoped to mobilize the main forces of Beiyang in Hebei. When both sides were in a stalemate, the Shandong Military Region would send troops quickly, capture Jinan, and then seize Dezhou, thrusting straight into Beijing from Dezhou.

However, the Beiyang Army's reaction was hard to predict, so the main direction of attack was also very likely to be Hebei rather than Shandong. The two armies in Henan were waiting for Beiyang's movements. Now that the Beiyang main force had moved, the war was about to enter a more substantive stage.

"Prepare to start attacking Daming Prefecture!" Pu Guanshui said to the comrades of the military region.

"Commander, in the initial plan, the Military Commission ordered us to annihilate the enemy attacking the base area. Moreover, in the intelligence we have now obtained, the Beiyang Army wants to attack Qingdao first. Why don't we annihilate the enemy troops attacking Qingdao first?" This was a perfectly normal idea.

Pu Guanshui did not support this ordinary view. "After we knock out the enemy attacking Qingdao, what will the enemy do? Won't they still hole up in Jinan and not dare to move? At that time, we will ultimately still have to go fight them. Instead of this, we might as well take Jinan in one fell swoop while the enemy's main force is attacking Qingdao. If the Beiyang Army's reaction is not quick enough, we will directly attack Dezhou. Not only can we split the Beiyang Army in two, but we can also open the gateway to attack Beijing."

"The Beiyang Army's morale is high right now, why contend with them at this time?" There were always dissenting opinions.

"The Beiyang Army's morale is high right now, that's why they dare to send a large force to attack Qingdao. Once their morale is beaten down, these people will definitely shrink back in Jinan and not dare to move. Comrades feel that attacking Jinan now seems like hitting the Beiyang Army hard against hard, but have you considered that if we fight Jinan later, the number of enemies we face is likely to be greater than the current number of enemies? Acting now happens to be able to catch the enemy off guard in this gap after the enemy's troop deployment."

"If the enemy doesn't take Qingdao, they very likely will turn around and go south. At that time, we will be waiting at our ease, wouldn't it be easier?"

Pu Guanshui laughed: "If they can't even take Qingdao, do they dare to go south? Prepare to be attacked front and rear? Or will they set up a defense line opposite Qingdao to trap Qingdao? Even if the Beiyang Army can't fight, they should still know this bit of basic military common sense."

At this time of knowing oneself but not the enemy, Pu Guanshui was also unwilling to entangle too much. He asked loudly: "Comrades, our Shandong troops have mainly fought defensive battles until now. Or fought battles to lure the enemy in deep. Defending Qingdao and annihilating the Japanese Kyushu Division was everyone's fame-making battle. But is the specialty of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defensive warfare? From the day our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was built, we have been attacking non-stop! That's why we could walk step by step from Fengtai County in Anhui to here. Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army is indeed large in number, but while they are attacking Qingdao, we can send troops two or three times the size of the Jinan garrison to launch an attack. Are everyone worried that our offensive ability is not enough to break a big city like Daming Prefecture? Or are you worried that our comrades can't hold Qingdao in front of the Beiyang Army's attack?"

Scanning the comrades around, Pu Guanshui said loudly: "Whichever unit's commander thinks this battle can't be fought, no problem, I can replace him. There are definitely comrades who can fight this battle! There are definitely comrades who can command the troops to victory!"

Such harsh words thrown out, no one dared to make a sound. The comrades of the Shandong Military Region did not disbelieve that they could defeat the Beiyang Army, but comrades had never experienced a siege battle of a scale of over a hundred thousand people, and they also had no bottom in their hearts.

"Regarding this matter, shall we still ask the Military Commission for instructions?" The comrades did not completely agree with Pu Guanshui's high-pressure policy.

Just then, the communicator shouted at the door: "Report, received a telegram from the Military Commission!"

"Read it!" Pu Guanshui ordered with a dark face. Although he didn't know what the Military Commission's order was, Pu Guanshui had decided that no matter what, he would try his best to persuade the Military Commission to agree to his campaign design.

The communicator read loudly: "The current situation has changed. When Beiyang attacks in large numbers, it is suggested that the Shandong Military Region use Qingdao to attract enemy forces and take the opportunity to seize Jinan. After seizing Jinan, create opportunities for a direct attack on Dezhou. If the Beiyang Army can be divided into two parts, our army can easily annihilate a part of the enemy, which is very beneficial to the overall war situation. The Shandong Military Region should reply to this as soon as possible."

Pu Guanshui's face instantly relaxed, and other comrades nodded slowly. Since the Military Commission's attitude was already determined, there was no point in continuing to argue about whether to attack Jinan.

The Beiyang troops attacking Qingdao were mainly the First Army stationed in Jinan and the Second Army transferred from Dezhou. The total number of these two armies was as high as two hundred thousand, and the commander-in-chief was Daming Prefecture Commander Jin Yunpeng. This person was the head of Duan Qirui's "Four Guardian Warriors" and was deeply trusted by Duan Qirui.

In these days of dividing Shandong equally with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Jin Yunpeng was very nervous at first, but slowly got used to it.

The People's Party seized Qingdao, that was seized from the Germans. In other aspects, except for the People's Party seizing the Yimeng Mountain area, there were no special conflicts. As for the Yimeng Mountain area, to Jin Yunpeng, it wasn't anything remarkable. That place was poor to death, having neither money nor tax revenue, and was even a place where bandits ran rampant. The local mountain people were "sinister by nature and intractable". To maintain such a ghostly place would require a large amount of money and grain. If something went wrong, one would also have to bear the responsibility.

However, over the past year, Jin Yunpeng felt that giving up these areas so easily was a bit of a pity. According to what he knew, the People's Party raised silkworms with oak leaves in the Yimeng Mountain area. Foreigners now had a huge demand for silk, almost refusing no one. Although tussah silk was not quite suitable for making clothing compared to mulberry silk, Jin Yunpeng at least knew that foreigners bought this stuff to make gunpowder bags for heavy artillery. Tussah silk was stronger, and foreigners actually liked it. Just relying on this, the poor people in the Yimeng Mountain area earned quite a lot.

Receiving the order to attack Qingdao, Jin Yunpeng was quite excited. If he could seize Qingdao, or even seize Shandong, these countless sources of wealth would fall into his hands. Even knowing that the People's Party was not easy to provoke, and even harder to fight, he still decided to give it a good try.
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Chapter 104: The End of the Beginning (12)

"Comrades, the Beiyang Army is coming to attack us, do you know that?"

"We know!"

"Then do you know why we are fighting?"

"To protect the fruits of the revolution!"

"In the past, comrades had no land and no livelihood. You had to pay rent, pay taxes, and suffer bullying. Now with the revolution, everyone has shared land and food, and you are no longer bullied by officials and landlords. But the officials and landlords won't agree to this; they want to fight their way back and snatch everyone's things. We are fighting this battle with them to defend the fruits of the revolution, to defend everything that everyone has worked so hard to build! Comrades, do you have confidence?"

"Yes!" A cry like a tsunami erupted from the army. This was not a perfunctory shout. Most of the soldiers in the Shandong Military Region of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not from Shandong, but they were all of commoner origin. Striking down local tyrants and dividing the land in Shandong, and helping the locality with infrastructure construction—all this work was not just needed by the masses in the Shandong base area; placed in any ordinary region of China, it was support that the local masses desperately needed. Although they were serving in Shandong, the soldiers believed that their own homes were undergoing similar changes. Even if they came from old base areas where a considerable part of the infrastructure construction had already been completed, the soldiers still believed that what they were doing was absolutely correct and just.

Regarding the Beiyang Army attacking the base area, the soldiers firmly believed that these people were coming to snatch the people's fruits of revolution. The consensus at the pre-battle mobilization meeting was naturally to thoroughly annihilate the invading Beiyang Army. The political commissars struck while the iron was hot, shouting loudly, "If we don't thoroughly annihilate the Beiyang Army, if we don't thoroughly overthrow the Beiyang government, we common people will never have good days!"

"Annihilate the Beiyang Army!"

"Down with the Beiyang government!"

The soldiers shouted with aroused indignation.

Relying on shouting slogans naturally wouldn't overthrow the Beiyang Army, and battle deployment was also proceeding urgently.

Jin Yunpeng knew that even the Japanese hadn't been able to conquer Qingdao. Simple attacks would be useless; to attack Qingdao, one had to pile on superior forces, just like the Japanese relying purely on troop superiority to take the lushun Fortress during the Russo-Japanese War. The forces in Jinan plus Dezhou totaled around 400,000. Leaving 50,000 to guard each city, using the other troops to attack Qingdao should be about enough.

Even so, Jin Yunpeng didn't dare to be overconfident. From his perspective, it would be best if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army concentrated its forces to defend Qingdao. If they were stalled under Qingdao and their rear was cut off, that would be too stupid. Of the 300,000 attacking troops, about 100,000 were used to maintain communication lines and guard against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army south of Qingdao moving north to reinforce. After completing such a deployment, Jin Yunpeng took a train towards Qingdao on July 10th.

The carriage was naturally temporarily modified. Apart from Jin Yunpeng's own bedroom being very comfortable, another carriage had been converted into a staff headquarters, and the military conference was held inside.

"Brothers," because those inside were all high-ranking officers, Jin Yunpeng was much more casual in his address, "In this attack on Qingdao, as long as we take it, I won't take a single bit of the things inside; brothers can take it all for yourselves. However, I'll say this upfront: the Great President and Commander Duan have already issued strict orders. In this battle against the People's Party, victory is permitted, defeat is not. If anyone fights ineffectively or cowers from advancing, it's not that I, your brother, won't show mercy, but the Great President and Commander Duan won't show mercy."

The high-ranking Beiyang officers remained silent. These words were actually as good as unsaid. Yuan Shikai wouldn't show mercy to officers who fought ineffectively, and that had nothing to do with Jin Yunpeng.

After a moment of silence, Chen Guangyuan, commander of the 5th Army, asked, "Commander Jin, regarding our attack on Qingdao, do you have any plan?"

Jin Yunpeng wasn't completely incompetent in military matters; someone without ability couldn't be valued by Duan Qirui. He said seriously, "What plan can there be? First bombard the city with heavy artillery, then charge in. The last time the People's Party fought the Japanese, Qingdao faced the Japanese Navy; the Japanese Army was wiped out before they even saw Qingdao. This time we are attacking from both land and sea, I don't fear Qingdao won't fall."

"Could you be more specific?" asked Zhao Yuke, commander of the 6th Army. Although what Jin Yunpeng said was already the best tactic the Beiyang Army could adopt, any plan would seem insufficient before the battle. Wanting to take Qingdao and having a detailed, reliable plan to attack Qingdao were two different things.

Jin Yunpeng frowned. "Brothers, are you afraid?"

"How could we?! Commander Jin, you must be joking!" The generals didn't dare say the word 'afraid'. At this point, apart from risking their lives in battle, they had no other choice.

"Fighting relies on this spirit. If you're afraid and lose morale, you can't fight anything. Explain clearly to the brothers below this time: once we take Qingdao, the things and people inside belong to everyone!" Jin Yunpeng tried his best to encourage them. The Beiyang Army had no experience in siege warfare at all, and besides saying this, Jin Yunpeng really couldn't come up with anything else.

After the train stopped in Weifang, a communications officer hurriedly boarded the train. "Report! The People's Party forces in Rizhao have already rushed into Qingdao before our army could block them!"

Hearing this news, the faces of the Beiyang generals inside the carriage turned ugly. They planned to attack Qingdao with a powerful superior force, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units reinforcing the Qingdao garrison before the Beiyang Army arrived was definitely not good news.

"How many people did the People's Party send in?" Jin Yunpeng asked with a dark face.

"This... probably less than thirty thousand!" The intelligence obtained by the intelligence officer wasn't very accurate either. The telegram said a large group of People's Party reinforcements had rushed to Qingdao, so the intelligence officer could only guess at the specific number.

"Order the 4th Division of the 5th Army to quickly seal off the railway. Absolutely no more soldiers of the People's Party can be allowed into Qingdao!" Jin Yunpeng ordered.

"Commander Jin, previously according to reconnaissance, the People's Party had fifty thousand troops in Qingdao. Now that another thirty thousand have gone in, will it be too hard to fight?" The 6th Army was originally guarding Dezhou and was now sent to attack Qingdao together with the 5th Army. Zhao Yuke, commander of the 6th Army, felt quite nervous.

Before he could finish speaking, the intelligence officer delivered news one after another. People's Party reinforcement troops appeared constantly, and the Beiyang Army units responsible for guarding the south began to request reinforcements.

After listening to this news, Jin Yunpeng first paced back and forth in the staff carriage with his hands behind his back and a vicious expression, then stopped and laughed loudly. This action puzzled the other generals. Everyone's doubtful gazes fell on Jin Yunpeng.

"Gentlemen, when enemies meet on a narrow road, the brave one wins. Currently, our army must take Qingdao, and the People's Party must rescue Qingdao. We are fighting in such a small place, the People's Party can't play any tricks. As long as the 5th Army guards the south well, we will attack with full force and must take Qingdao."

After saying this, Jin Yunpeng strode to the map. "Brothers, the People's Party has no navy and simply cannot reinforce Qingdao from the sea. Our Beiyang Navy has surrounded Qingdao from the sea. The rest is our army attacking from west to east. To reinforce Qingdao, the People's Party will definitely concentrate all their forces to move north. As long as we can take Qingdao and then the main force suddenly moves south, with the cooperation of the navy, I'm afraid none of the People's Party forces moving north to rescue Qingdao will be able to run away. This is a heavenly military merit. Brothers, you must rise up and kill the enemy to earn your own credit!"

With this explanation, the Beiyang generals suddenly felt their eyes light up. Just as Jin Yunpeng said, this was a huge opportunity. As long as they could take Qingdao in one go, the People's Party troops moving north to reinforce simply wouldn't have time to know that Qingdao had fallen. At that time, the probability of the Beiyang Army achieving further victory would greatly increase.

"Commander Jin, we will definitely take Qingdao and report our merit to the Great President!" The Beiyang generals expressed their stance excitedly.

Later that day, Pu Guanshui also received news of engagement with the enemy. The Beiyang Army's firm attitude in attacking Qingdao made Pu Guanshui and the comrades at the frontline command headquarters breathe a sigh of relief. If Beiyang was half-hearted and blamed others after engagement, this battle would actually not be so easy to fight. After all, taking the train on the Jiaoji Railway, one could reach Jinan from Qingdao in just 12 hours. If the Beiyang Army left troops in every place, the pressure on the forces attacking reinforcements would be too great.

And in the received news, the various units of the Beiyang 5th Army not only didn't show any intention of shrinking back, but instead moved quickly towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, assuming a posture of blocking the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army firmly in the south.

"The Daming Prefecture Campaign is all about speed!" Pu Guanshui said. The comrades looked at the map, knowing clearly in their hearts. Jin Yunpeng wasn't a fool; he wouldn't stupidly leave Jinan alone in the rear. Apart from leaving 50,000 troops to guard the city, the Beiyang Army had dispatched troops to other key transportation points to prevent the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from suddenly marching on Jinan. And the only advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lay in having basically occupied the Yimeng Mountain area. If the troops took the mountain roads, they could avoid all areas heavily guarded by the Beiyang Army and thrust directly under the walls of Jinan. Before this, the marching route in the mountains had long been determined, and engineering troops had been sent to tidy up the roads. Now the only key point was whether the 100,000 troops attacking Jinan could pass through this difficult and rugged road in the shortest time and launch a surprise attack under Jinan city.

"The troops' morale is high, and the soldiers' desire to fight is very high!" said the Military Region Political Commissar.

Pu Guanshui nodded. "This depends on whether our construction in the Yimeng Mountain area can satisfy the masses!"

This remark was truly pragmatic, but there was no helping it. Marching speed in the mountains couldn't be very fast anyway. If there wasn't a good mass foundation, and the mountain people who were used to climbing mountains and crossing ridges reported to the Beiyang Army, although the campaign wouldn't necessarily fail, the resistance encountered would definitely increase greatly.

And the Shandong Military Region had no better choice at the moment. Pu Guanshui ordered: "The troops feigning attack on the enemy's southern line should strengthen their offensive to make the enemy feel we are determined to reinforce Qingdao. The troops attacking Daming Prefecture should start marching now!"

The mountainous area from Yimeng Mountain to Mount Tai was a region the People's Party had never let go of. Even after signing the agreement with Yuan Shikai a few years ago, where the Yimeng Mountain area was divided into two, with the south belonging to the People's Party and the north to Beiyang, the People's Party had never given up occupying this area. Now, the 38th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was marching through these mountains.

For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this barren mountain area was not unfamiliar. Patches of oak forests, mountain trails, small reservoirs built with stones, and diversion canals excavated and built from the reservoirs—these were all built by the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army together with the local masses. As for the bridges built with cement and stones in dangerous areas, they were the crystallization of the sweat of the People's Party engineering troops. On the stone tablets erected at the bridgeheads of many bridges, the names and identities of those who sacrificed their lives while building the bridges were engraved. The proportion of soldiers among the sacrifices exceeded half.

On such a piece of land, the People's Party had only given for the past few years. Now marching in the mountains, the troops had to completely trust the people on this land.

This was the first time such a large force had appeared in the Yimeng Mountain area, and soon the villages along the way were alarmed. By the roadside, children herding sheep looked at this long column with surprised eyes. When the troops passed through villages, the masses inside were also alarmed. No one was afraid; instead, many masses hurried up, making various requests to the troops as before. Some wanted the troops to help watch over planted trees, some wanted the troops to help repair agricultural tools, and some had sick people at home and implored the army doctors to help treat them.

The village heads had learned the news that the troops would pass through the mountains to fight earlier. However, while receiving this news, the village heads also received the order: "Absolutely no leaking of information." so although they wanted to persuade them, the village heads didn't know how to explain to the villagers that the troops weren't here to help everyone work this time, but to fight a war.

Fortunately, the troops were well prepared for this. They left a certain number of personnel in the villages to help the masses solve immediate problems, while the main force continued to advance towards Jinan without stopping.

The mountain roads were naturally not easy to walk. If not for the infrastructure construction carried out with untold hardships in the mountains over these years, many places would simply be impassable. Even so, many places simply couldn't allow the troops to march two abreast. The entire force appeared as a long thin line, winding around the mountains.

During the day, planes of the air force also flew in the sky. At night, the troops lit torches, and the mountains seemed to light up with strings of pearls as the undulating columns continued their march in the mountains.

The clothing of the masses along the way was also changing. The deeper into the mountains they went, the more different the clothing became. In relatively closed-off areas, some masses in the mountains even still wore queues. For them, revolution, the abdication of the Manchu Qing, and China implementing a republic were all distant things. These masses had no concept of what had happened outside the mountains.

But facing the team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, no one was afraid. This was the "government army" they had seen most in recent decades, and this army had brought them too many things. Although they didn't know where so many people were going, and knew clearly that the little grain used to make thin porridge at home wasn't enough for so many people to even get a small bite each, many simple and honest mountain people still took out their family's grain to cook for the army that had brought them so many benefits.

The troops naturally couldn't accept the masses' food; this was required by discipline. But the enthusiasm of the mountain people couldn't be refused, so the troops had to take out grain and money as payment. "No need for this! No need for this." The masses said with beaming smiles, carrying the grain bags.

Every village along the way was left with a portion of soldiers. These comrades not only had to help the local masses solve problems but also had to be responsible for keeping the local masses from leaving the villages to avoid unnecessary trouble.

Starting the march on July 11th, by July 15th, the vanguard troops had passed through the entire mountain area and arrived stealthily near Jinan.

The intelligence agency in Jinan quickly made contact with the troops. The Jinan garrison hadn't discovered the movement of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The city defense was still about the same as usual; apart from a few more troops on the city walls, alertness hadn't been raised to combat readiness levels.

After a brief reorganization, the siege corps launched the attack on the night of July 16th. The summer night didn't have the heat of the day. As Jinan, the City of Springs, the summer night wind was exceptionally cool. The wind mixed with water vapor blew across the high ground, making the guarding Beiyang soldiers inevitably a bit drowsy.

Jin Yunpeng didn't dare to be overconfident, and Jinan city couldn't hold these 50,000 troops. So there were Beiyang Army camps and strongholds in key places like Lizhuang, Shuangshantou, and Changqing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army divided into two groups: one attacked west to seize those key points, and the other went east to seize key points like Maoling Mountain and Yanchi Mountain, which were barriers to the east of the city.

Because many Beiyang soldiers had been captured in the Hebei battles, there was no shortage of Beiyang uniforms from those who came south from Linqing. When the vanguard troops put on Beiyang uniforms and marched neatly towards the enemy's positions, they looked quite convincing. The only thing that might expose everyone's identity was the guns carried on their shoulders. However, no Beiyang soldiers discovered this, and small squads approached the enemy's periphery.
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July 18th, inside the General Headquarters of the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao, the atmosphere was so oppressive that none of the staff officers dared to make a sound. Outside, every short while, the dull, thunder-like sound of cannon fire would roll in from the horizon. This was a sound the Beiyang Army General Headquarters had begun to get used to over the past few days. Since the official attack on Qingdao began on July 13th, this was the most frequently heard sound. Every boom from the few giant guns of the Qingdao defenders could travel a long distance, and accompanying the sound of the cannons were countless pieces of bad news.

July 13th, "The 6th Army, 1st Division, 1st Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" July 14th, "The 6th Army, 1st Division, 2nd Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" July 16th, "The 6th Army, 2nd Division, 1st Brigade has suffered heavy casualties and cannot continue the siege!" ...

The fierce attacks launched by the Beiyang Army failed time and time again, and every failure resulted in heavy casualties. Jin Yunpeng urged the troops to attack every day, and the troops really did attack, but the war where the Beiyang Army lost the combat effectiveness of a brigade a day made Jin Yunpeng curse loudly every day. After he finally beat a staff officer in a fit of rage, no staff officer was not extremely nervous when entering the headquarters.

"Get people ready, I want to go to the front line to see exactly how hard Qingdao is to attack? The People's Party can take Qingdao, are we that much worse than them? Just using some bullshit barbed wire can stop our Beiyang Army?!" Jin Yunpeng roared with a hoarse voice. The staff officers didn't care about the content of the cursing at all; instead, the fact that Jin Yunpeng was going to the front line made everyone in the headquarters feel a burst of relief.

Jin Yunpeng didn't notice the reaction of the people around him at all; the rage in his heart was indescribable. After days of fierce fighting, the Beiyang Army hadn't even touched the city walls of Qingdao. According to reports, the People's Party had established a battle line that firmly blocked the Beiyang Army's attack route. Barbed wire, bunkers, trenches, machine gun positions—the reports were full of these words. The People's Party's heavy artillery was described as like a plague god; every shell caused heavy casualties to the Beiyang Army. Jin Yunpeng had entered the Beiyang Military Academy twice for advanced studies, and was then selected to study in the 1st Class of the Attached Artillery Camp Military School. After graduation, he remained as an instructor. How could he not know the actual power of shelling?

It must be that those people in front are incompetent, finding various excuses to deceive the headquarters. With a strong desire to kill one to warn a hundred, Jin Yunpeng decided to go to the front-line Beiyang troops to see what was actually happening.

Under the tight protection of his personal cavalry guard, Jin Yunpeng began to set off for the front line more than 30 li away. The scorching sun of July quickly made Jin Yunpeng's forehead sweat, which doubled his anger. The horses in the cavalry team were all good horses, and the cool breeze brought by letting them run at speed was actually quite nice. However, the closer they got to Qingdao, the clearer the once distant sound of artillery became. Not only that, after entering the range where the sharp whistling sound of shells tearing through the air could be heard, the huge shockwaves from the shells landing began to startle Jin Yunpeng's mount.

The Beiyang Army's military hospital was by the roadside in the rear of the attacking troops. The first large group of Beiyang Army soldiers Jin Yunpeng saw were these people. Wounded soldiers with white bandages wrapped around various injured parts could be seen everywhere around the hospital camp. Just glancing around, Jin Yunpeng could roughly judge that there were at least two or three thousand people here. And this was just what could be seen; inside the tents should be the seriously wounded who couldn't move at all. There must be at least five thousand wounded in the entire camp. Although the hospital camp was still some distance from the main road, the sounds carried by the wind included faint howls.

In just a few days, there were so many wounded soldiers; what kind of situation was the battlefield exactly? Jin Yunpeng suddenly felt as if he had fallen into an ice cave. Although he had long known that in war there is victory and defeat, fighting a war requires morale. If one has the thought of defeat before the battle, then everything will surely go wrong. Therefore, Jin Yunpeng had never considered the possibility of defeat against the People's Party. He had already used all the troops in his hands, wanting to rely on numerical superiority to take Qingdao. Judging by the situation before his eyes, it wasn't that the Beiyang Army hadn't engaged in large-scale combat. If there hadn't been large-scale combat, how could there be so many wounded soldiers? Suddenly, the uneasy feeling brought by the thought of possible defeat that had been suppressed at the bottom of his heart made Jin Yunpeng feel waves of chill on his back.

Long after passing the hospital camp, Jin Yunpeng's thoughts still couldn't struggle out of this uneasiness. It wasn't until he saw a group of people wearing Beiyang general officer uniforms appear on the road ahead. At this moment, the anger in Jin Yunpeng's heart had been knocked away by more than half by the miserable state of the hospital camp. He forcibly retracted his thoughts and urged his horse to gallop towards the group of welcoming Beiyang generals.

That a few days' time could strike a group of originally arrogant people into being dispirited or even disheartened—if he hadn't seen it with his own eyes, Jin Yunpeng would absolutely not have believed it. The group of Beiyang Army officers before his eyes opened Jin Yunpeng's eyes wide. The 6th Army Commander Zhao Yuke looked as if he had aged ten years. Of all the officers around him, not a single one had a normal expression; they were either blank, confused, or scared to death. In short, this group of Beiyang generals currently looked like frightened children; one couldn't tell at all that they were commanders of an army of a hundred thousand.

Seeing the cowardly appearance of this group, the anger that had originally subsided in Jin Yunpeng's heart burned even more vigorously. He roared from his horse, "Zhao Yuke, what kind of battle are you fighting?!"

Zhao Yuke, whose hands were forcefully pressed against his sides in a standing-at-attention posture, shook physically. After a moment, this man trembled continuously for a while, then suddenly raised his head, his eyes red, and shouted to Jin Yunpeng with a crying tone: "Commander Jin, come with me to a place!"

Someone nearby prepared a horse. Zhao Yuke ignored how surprised Jin Yunpeng behind him was and took the lead to gallop towards the left. Seeing Zhao Yuke behave so unexpectedly, Jin Yunpeng wasn't in a hurry to question Zhao Yuke's crimes. He urged his horse to follow behind Zhao Yuke.

Approaching a small hill, Jin Yunpeng smelled a foul odor, the smell of something starting to rot. But Zhao Yuke continued forward as if he didn't sense it. Jin Yunpeng had already followed this far, so he had no reason not to continue following. Just rounding the hill a bit, Jin Yunpeng saw a small patch of Beiyang soldiers lying on the ground.

In this big summer, Beiyang soldiers lying under the sun sleeping at noon? Jin Yunpeng immediately felt furious, but a moment later he understood. These weren't living people at all. Those people either had large patches of dried black blood on their bodies, or were simply missing arms and legs. Lying on the ground were all dead Beiyang Army corpses. The further forward he went, the wider Jin Yunpeng's field of vision became. He saw that on the ground, stretching out for almost a few li and dozens of meters wide, lay countless Beiyang Army corpses. Some Beiyang soldiers had their faces covered with cloth and were searching on the ground paved with these corpses. After Jin Yunpeng galloped closer, he saw piles of dirty metal things piled behind these Beiyang soldiers. Looking closely, they turned out to be piles of silver dollars. Those silver dollars were spotted with blood; only the parts not stained with blood reflected a metallic luster in the sunlight.

At this time, Zhao Yuke had already reined in his horse. When Jin Yunpeng arrived near him and reined in his horse, Zhao Yuke cried and said: "Commander Jin, we've fought for three days and died tens of thousands of people. It's not that my command is ineffective, nor is it that I didn't issue pay to everyone. We really can't fight on!"

There are many flies in summer, and corpses attract flies even more. When the Beiyang Army soldiers collecting the belongings of the war dead finished with a corpse and moved forward, they disturbed a patch of green-headed flies around them. And patches of huge green-headed flies buzzing wildly in the air seemed to form a black storm.

Jin Yunpeng also considered himself a hero, a hero who could kill until there were mountains of corpses and seas of blood without blinking an eye. But the Beiyang Army corpses before his eyes that stretched almost endlessly made Jin Yunpeng feel his stomach convulse. If it weren't for the constant news of defeat over the past few days making him too angry to eat, he probably would have started vomiting by now.

There must be at least a few thousand corpses on the ground, and beside this corpse collection site, several high mounds had already been piled up. Presumably, even more Beiyang Army corpses were buried underneath.

Just at this moment, a soldier collecting belongings from a corpse suddenly straightened his waist, tore off the face towel covering his face, and howled hysterically. Jin Yunpeng saw that Beiyang Army soldier howl first, then jump high, starting to cry and laugh at the same time. Then, the Beiyang Army soldier hopped and began to run on the ground covered with corpses, looking like he wanted to escape this hell. That person's pockets were bulging, appearing extremely heavy. Feeling the inconvenience brought by this weight, the soldier took out handfuls of silver dollars from his pockets, throwing them towards the sky and smashing them towards the ground. Handfuls of silver dollars flew and fell onto the large expanse of corpses, disappearing without a trace in moments.

Watching the crazy Beiyang soldier, listening to Zhao Yuke's wailing beside him, breathing the air filled with the smell of rot, and with large green-headed flies occasionally hitting Jin Yunpeng's face, leaving a painful sensation on his skin. On this field of death and madness, under the poisonous sun, Jin Yunpeng suddenly couldn't distinguish whether he was in the human world or in hell.

More than two hours later, a pale-faced Jin Yunpeng finally arrived in front of the People's Party's position, arriving before that defensive line which was said to have devoured countless Beiyang Army lives. There were no impressive peaks here, nor any dangerous terrain rugged enough to be impassable. This was just a piece of somewhat undulating flat land. Not only that, this place could only be described as desolate. It was hard to say if it was soil mixed with stones or stones covered with soil; there weren't even a few blades of grass.

What was impressive were the four rows of barbed wire supported by wooden stakes. The wooden stakes were very thick, and it was unknown how deep they were buried. Densely wound parallel barbed wire was on them. In places on these parallel wires, every short distance there were also diagonal strands, as if it were a sparse large net. Behind these barbed wire fences were the bunkers that occupied a huge amount of space in the reports. Those were some round things, not very large in number. They looked like stone, but no stone seams could be seen. They didn't protrude much from the ground, just two or three feet high. On the side facing the Beiyang Army, three dark windows were opened. Even with binoculars, one couldn't see what was inside at all.

Apart from this, there were the People's Party's trenches said to be behind the barbed wire, but now, apart from a few lines of earth, nothing could be seen at all. If it weren't for this strange barbed wire, those strange bunkers, the black traces left after being ravaged by massive artillery fire near the first row of broken barbed wire, and the faintly visible various severed limbs, Jin Yunpeng simply wouldn't dare to believe that this place had once devoured Beiyang Army lives in large numbers.

This was the most convenient place to attack Qingdao. Other areas were mostly mountainous, and the People's Party had constructed more defensive positions there that were difficult to break. Only this main road was the most convenient; as long as they could break through here, they could press straight on to Qingdao. But this place had precisely become a land of death; the Beiyang Army had lost over ten thousand men and still couldn't cross the threshold.

After observing the battlefield, Jin Yunpeng simply couldn't figure out how powerful these simple things were. Returning to the command post, Jin Yunpeng ordered that in the afternoon, the 3rd Division of the 6th Army should send a regiment to attack here. He wanted to see how a few wooden stakes set up on this flat land, simple to the point of being desolate, could stop an army of tens of thousands.

When the commander of the 3rd Division heard the order, his face immediately turned white. However, under Jin Yunpeng's murderous gaze, he still hurriedly went to issue the order. In the afternoon, the offensive battle indeed began.

Before the battle, the segment of distributing silver dollars certainly wouldn't be missing. Jin Yunpeng was worried about whether there would be embezzlement of this charge fee, so he went to check personally, but didn't see any signs of such things. The shouting about promising money and official positions after rushing over was something the Beiyang Army was familiar with and spoke very fluently. Soldiers in the Beiyang Army were not allowed to talk to each other; whisperers in the army would be killed. This was an order the Beiyang Army could still uphold. If they heard that other troops had been defeated, rumors would often wear down morale more than battle. So the troops of this regiment had morale like a rainbow, not taking what they faced seriously at all.

More than an hour later, the troops had arrived at the attack position. First came a round of shelling. The shells landed on this open ground, blasting up sky-filling crushed stones and clods of earth. for a time, the tremors coming from the ground made people unable to help their blood boil.

"Brothers, charge for me! Chop down those wooden stakes, rush across this flat land, and there will be heavy rewards, fifty silver dollars a person!" Amidst such shouting, the Beiyang Army rushed out under the leadership of junior officers. This was flat land, with simply no place to hide. Behind the charging army, the military band suddenly began to play the tune "The Beiyang Army is Advancing". That murderous music, combined with the infantry line of thousands of men charging side by side, really did have a feeling of toppling mountains and overturning seas.

The first line of barbed wire was already dilapidated and was easily rushed past. The second line was still considered slightly intact. The Beiyang Army soldiers either tried hard to chop the frontal barbed wire with engineer shovels or ran towards nearby gaps in the barbed wire, trying to bypass it as quickly as possible.

Up until this point, apart from the subconscious shouting and howling of the Beiyang Army, the People's Party's position remained silent throughout, without even a single gunshot.
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From the perspective of the Beiyang Army, if they could charge to within thirty meters of the enemy, they could basically confirm their victory. "Winning by courage" was no joke. Historically, even when the Beiyang Army had already fractured and disintegrated, during the Northern Expedition, Ye Ting's Independent Regiment only achieved final victory after engaging in fierce, cruel hand-to-hand combat with the Beiyang Army at key locations like Dingsiqiao. After the historic April 12th Incident, when the Communist Party had been purged, the army commanded by Baldy Chiang was unable to defeat the Beiyang Army in the Second Northern Expedition.

Jin Yunpeng watched the tide-like Beiyang Army charge the People's Party position, his brow already furrowed. Lowering his binoculars, Jin Yunpeng turned to the Beiyang generals observing the battle beside him. Originally, Jin Yunpeng did not believe that a few thin lines of iron wire could stop the Beiyang Army's charge. Now, everything happening was verifying Jin Yunpeng's thoughts.

*Tu tu tu.* There was finally movement from the People's Party side. Jin Yunpeng hurriedly grabbed his binoculars and looked toward the position, only to see long tongues of fire spewing from the shooting ports of several bunkers. The shooting was not directed at the Beiyang Army's entire battle line at all, but rather at the few breaches in the iron net where large numbers of Beiyang soldiers were crowded, man pressing against man.

The Beiyang soldiers naturally were unwilling to expend effort to fully push over the wire netting, not to mention those wooden stakes were buried quite deep. Relying on shaking with hands or kicking with feet, or even smacking with entrenching shovels, could not sever it. As for the barbed wire, it was even more troublesome; grabbing it high up meant getting pricked. Bayonets could not cut the barbed wire, and entrenching shovels were not good at cutting it either. Even if they expended the effort to break one strand, it was not worth mentioning against the dozen strands of the wire net.

The Beiyang troops blocked by the wire net wanted to cash in on the bounty promise and attempted to destroy the net, but the people coming up behind began to push and shove. Instead, this caused several Beiyang soldiers with unstable footing to throw themselves onto the wire net, immediately triggering shrill screams and hysterical curses.

Facing such a situation, the easiest method would be to charge directly through the already damaged gaps in the wire net. Even if the officers wanted to try and maintain formation, the entire charging tide of people had already instinctively advanced toward the gaps in the wire net, gathering into large clumps of crowds at a dozen or so key points. Not only was it man against man, man squeezing man, but the original command system also fell into complete chaos.

Just then, inside the bunkers that had been silent all along, heavy machine guns began to roar. The shooting ports of these bunkers were less than 50 meters from the Beiyang crowds; this was almost equivalent to pressing the muzzle against the Beiyang soldiers' chests and firing. The bullets carried massive kinetic energy, penetrating bodies, severing blood vessels, and shattering bones, yet remaining full of energy. After passing straight through the flesh of the soldier in front, they drilled into the bodies of the Beiyang troops behind, continuing their journey of destroying human bodies.

Although one could not see blood splashing, could not see bullets forcefully flipping open distinct human skulls sending white brain matter flying high, and could not even hear the dying screams of the Beiyang officers and soldiers... however, Jin Yunpeng, watching the formation from the rear, could see the Beiyang troops being mowed down slice by slice like wheat by the bullets. And just a moment after the People's Party's heavy machine guns began to roar, many small black dots suddenly popped up on the ground—those were the People's Party soldiers hiding in the trenches joining the firing line.

The rifle and machine gun fire did not continue for long before the People's Party artillery also began to fire. Shells flew into the Beiyang crowds, who had already been stupefied by the sudden, fierce, and extremely efficient slaughter, harvesting Beiyang lives with even higher single-shell killing efficiency.

Jin Yunpeng was already watching in a daze. The Beiyang Army, which had been attacking like a tide just a short while ago, had in the blink of an eye become the object of slaughter. Those uncomfortable-looking iron wire nets now finally revealed a ferocity like evil ghosts. Under the blow of interlocking firepower, the Beiyang troops who began to flee in all directions were completely trapped by the wire nets. Some people were squeezed onto the wire nets by their companions and immediately began to struggle forcefully, but the struggling had no effect; those unlucky soldiers were hung entirely on the wire nets.

Jin Yunpeng had seen a small section of wire net presented by the Sixth Army. On that thick iron wire, sharp, pointed iron barbs "bloomed" like flowers. He did not know how those iron barbs, hard enough that they could not be easily bent, were firmly wrapped around the three strands of iron wire acting as a support. Anyway, however one looked at it, it was a combination bound together, yet it was impossible to make the clumps of iron barbs wrapped on the wire slide. Seeing the Beiyang troops twisting while hung on the wire nets, Jin Yunpeng recalled the appearance of those iron barbs. He felt his teeth aching, and waves of cold air rising from his back. Relying solely on imagination, he could feel that intense pain.

Under such fierce, multiple blows, the Beiyang Army could no longer maintain its offensive. Not knowing where it started, they attempted to flee. Aside from the unfortunates who had been forcibly squeezed onto the wire nets by their own side and hung there, the escape route for the survivors was still those gaps in the iron nets. The People's Party's firepower chased the route the Beiyang Army was forced to take, firing fiercely. Layers of corpses piled up on this road. Only those Beiyang troops who were scared senseless and began to flee along the channel in the middle of the wire nets survived temporarily. But very quickly, they discovered that between the two rows of wire nets, there were also obstacles cutting off the channel. Like rats that had walked into a dead end, the Beiyang troops just froze there, not knowing whether to try every means to continue advancing or to return the way they came.

The riflemen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not give them the chance to try. Against almost stationary targets, the volley fire of the rifles displayed massive power. A pile of corpses soon piled up in front of the dead end as well.

The slaughter lasted less than twenty minutes. Except for the Beiyang troops running at the very rear who were able to run back in time, the officers and soldiers charging at the front were unable to escape with their lives from this death trap. The wire nets were full of Beiyang soldiers who were already dead or still struggling helplessly. Jin Yunpeng's mind was in chaos. In this situation, he even subconsciously estimated the number of Beiyang soldiers who fled back. In the first wave of attacks, two battalions totaling two thousand men were committed; those who could flee back numbered perhaps less than three hundred. Nearly ninety percent of the soldiers had lost their lives within twenty minutes, while the People's Party's position remained impregnable. From beginning to end, Jin Yunpeng could not even see a single People's Party soldier fully exposed in his binoculars.

Facts had proven that losing a brigade of soldiers in one day was absolutely not an absurd joke. Jin Yunpeng was nearly petrified. His rationality wanted to acknowledge this fact, but his emotions could in no way accept everything that was happening.

As if wanting to save Jin Yunpeng from this terrible state, only to then throw him into an even deeper abyss, a messenger officer ran over. He shouted in a shrill voice: "Report! Commander Jin, Jinan has fallen!"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used less than two days to conquer Jinan. The troops disguised to attack the Beiyang Army's Jinan strongholds succeeded with a light strike. The Beiyang Army simply never expected the People's Party main force to be able to cross the mountain range and attack directly beneath Jinan city, behind layers of checkpoints.

In the night raid, the Beiyang Army collapsed entirely. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army chased the defeated Beiyang soldiers and rapidly broke through the Jinan perimeter defense line. By the 17th, the West Group raided and occupied strongholds like Kuanglizhuang, Shuangshantou, and Changqing, pressing in on the Lashan line; the East Group captured key points like Maolingshan and Yanchishan, the barriers east of the city, and pounced straight for the outer city.

On the morning of the 17th, the West Group cut off all of the Beiyang Army's external passages. At the same time, they fiercely attacked the city wall. The defenders were caught off guard, and the outer city wall was seized by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not carry many artillery pieces, and their engineering tools were insufficient. The Jinan inner city was 8 to 12 meters high, the bottom width 10 to 11 meters, and the top width 8 to 9 meters. The Beiyang Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army engaged in tragic hand-to-hand combat on the city head. Relying on the desperate counterattack of the more than thirty thousand Beiyang troops inside the city, the Beiyang Army actually temporarily held the Jinan inner city wall.

By the dawn of the 18th, the People's Party intelligence system suddenly launched a fierce attack on the enemy troops in the inner city and set fires everywhere. The siege corps seized the combat opportunity, coordinating inside and outside, and mobilized the 2nd Division of the reserve 50th Army to join the West Group in combat. Finally opening a breach, all units fought bloody battles, assaulting continuously. The 73rd Regiment of the 50th Army broke into the inner city from the southeast corner of the city at 09:00 on the 18th; the 109th Regiment of the 38th Army broke in from the southwest corner of the city before dawn. The troops swarmed in and finally breached the enemy's defense line.

After the battle, the 73rd and 109th Regiments were separately awarded the honorary titles of "Jinan First Regiment" and "Jinan Second Regiment" by the Central Military Commission. Immediately, all units attacked fiercely into the depth. Fighting fiercely until the dusk of the 18th, the inner city defenders were completely annihilated, and Jinan, known as the "City of Springs," was liberated. The defending general of Jinan escaped in disguise but was captured by the militia.

Pu Guanshui had been constantly worried about the situation of the Qingdao Campaign, but the current situation was better than imagined. The two hundred thousand troops of the Beiyang Army attacked Qingdao in several columns but were completely blocked in front of Qingdao's outermost defense line. Several days of attacks resulted in not an inch of progress. Under such a situation, Pu Guanshui immediately wired the Military Commission of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, requesting to implement the next step of the strategy to encircle and annihilate the Beiyang Army.

This time, the Central Military Commission did not give clear instructions. Chen Ke only sent one sentence to Pu Guanshui: "Thus, victorious warriors win first and then go to war; defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win." This was a sentence from *The Art of War* by Sun Tzu. The general idea is that an army capable of winning battles first positions itself in an invincible position, and then goes to engage the enemy to obtain victory. A failing army, however, launches the attack first and then attempts to seek victory during the battle.

The Shandong Military Region, as the victor's side, immediately began to study this instruction. As the winning side, the Shandong Military Region was naturally the "victorious warriors." The Beiyang side was currently the "defeated warriors"; they had launched the battle without a plan and attempted to find a chance for victory during the battle. If looking at it from the things that had already happened, this was an explanation beyond doubt. However, the fact that Chen Ke spoke this way itself implied a very subtle criticism or negation.

What exactly did Chairman Chen want to say? This was what all commanders inside the Shandong Military Region headquarters wanted to figure out.
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"Did we hastily choose the plan to annihilate the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao because we felt we could win?" Pu Guanshui was the first to realize this, and he offered his opinion. However, this hot-headed plan had been proposed by Pu Guanshui himself, so it took quite a bit of courage to say such things.

Other reasons couldn't explain this instruction better. And thinking carefully, as for how to annihilate the Beiyang Army attacking Qingdao, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army just thought they should fight first, and judging by the current situation, the battle was favorable. This had a flavor of "defeated soldiers fighting first and then seeking victory".

"But we can't just let the Beiyang Army flee, right?" The Chief of Staff offered his opinion. "Annihilating the enemy's effective strength is our strategic guideline."

"How much combat capability can the Beiyang Army retain while fleeing? According to the previous plan, if we attack Dezhou directly and split the Beiyang forces in two, throwing them into greater chaos, wouldn't that consume their strength even more?" The Political Commissar held a different view.

Both choices had their characteristics. If the Beiyang Army were allowed to retreat on their own, given their current virtue, a slight pursuit would turn this large force into a group of stragglers by the time they retreated to Beijing, unable to reform any combat effectiveness in a short time.

Of course, the current plan to annihilate the Beiyang Army could greatly weaken their strength in a short time. After all, if this bunch of Beiyang troops were pulled up to defend a city wall, even if their combat power wasn't strong, they could still cause considerable trouble. The attack on Jinan proved this point; a group of panicked Beiyang troops could still continue to fire from the city wall.

"Regardless, let's analyze the current situation clearly and send a telegram to the Central Committee. And even if we don't go to annihilate the Beiyang Army in the east towards Qingdao, we still need to annihilate those Beiyang troops in the west. After the troops attack Jinan, they also need to rest for two days." Pu Guanshui compromised his thinking slightly.

After Pu Guanshui's telegram reached the Central Military Commission in Wuhan, Hua Xiongmao also felt this choice was rather tricky. The Northern Campaign had been smooth so far. After the Beiyang Army's strategic point of Jinan was captured, the entire strategy had entered a new phase. Although the situation of the Beiyang Army in Shandong was still unclear, they had a fortified city in front and their nest had been taken out. Collapse was just a matter of time.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had experience in military training and various civil-military projects, but there was one thing they had absolutely no experience in: the POW problem. Just in the previous few battles, they had captured tens of thousands of prisoners. How to handle these prisoners was a big problem. At present, they definitely couldn't release them, but they couldn't keep them locked up forever either. If not for the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention, the solution for prisoners would be ordinary: just don't starve them to death. How to implement the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention in the POW issue was indeed a big problem. What made Hua Xiongmao especially headache-prone was that Chen Ke himself didn't have a definite idea on resolving the POW issue. Hua Xiongmao supported this point; not only was Chen Ke worried about absorbing prisoners into the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, but few people in the Military Commission could accept this concept either.

Naturally, Hua Xiongmao couldn't make the decision on such a matter himself. The Shandong Military Region's opinion sparked quite a debate in the subsequent Military Commission meeting. Chen Ke did not attend. After such a large-scale war began, economic problems, or more accurately, logistical problems, became very serious. Many factory orders had problems of various sizes. As the head of the Commission for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, You Gou suffered unprecedented pressure. Chen Ke had to personally step in to solve these problems.

"Is Chairman Chen still not coming to the meeting?" Logistics Minister Qin Wu'an asked.

Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Aren't we opposing valuing men over women? Chairman Chen is setting an example, valuing women over men."

The comrades knew Hua Xiongmao liked to pretend to be bad, and since he had already said the bad things about Chen Ke to the limit, everyone couldn't complain anymore. Everyone could only laugh or shake their heads with a bitter smile, and let the matter drop.

"The Shandong Military Region fought well. Comrade Pu Guanshui hasn't been dazzled by victory, and his subsequent plans and reasons are sufficient. So, should we prioritize annihilation on the spot, or prioritize a final total annihilation? What is the Military Commission's opinion?"

Everyone looked at each other. Actually, how to annihilate wasn't the problem; they were going to finish off the Beiyang Army anyway. What troubled everyone wasn't this. Seeing no one speaking up voluntarily, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Comrade Lu Huitian, what do you think?"

Lu Huitian hadn't switched to military administration yet, but Hubei was the People's Party's most important industrial province, and all of Hubei's industry had shifted into the military system. As the Party Secretary of Hubei Province, Lu Huitian also had to attend the meeting.

As a cadre in charge of the Party committee, Lu Huitian naturally considered government affairs more. He said frankly, "Henan has already sent word. Detaining so many people makes them feel very strained. I don't understand military affairs, so I can't say how to fight the battles specifically. But, consuming precious resources and transport capacity on prisoners of war, I really can't accept that."

None of the attending comrades could accept it, so no one raised an objection. Lu Huitian said, "But Chairman Chen has no confidence in reforming prisoners. If he has no confidence, I have no faith either. Comrade He Zudao, you captured the most prisoners in Jiangxi back then, can you give some advice?"

Seeing the ball kicked to his feet, He Zudao didn't shirk it. "I have no way either. Prisoners and our Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army have completely different mindsets. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army isn't just a revolutionary army, it's the people's army. Everyone fights not just for themselves, but for a bright future, for the elders of their hometowns. Even if prisoners defect to us, it's purely for their own interests. I'm not optimistic anyway. Being able to do the political work for our own troops well is already an extremely difficult thing. With such a group of people coming in, I don't approve."

After these words, all Military Commission members nodded in agreement. The Chief of the General Staff couldn't help but say, "Our army itself, besides dedication, also possesses a natural status advantage. After they retire, they are also backbone elements in the localities. A considerable portion will be directly recruited into the cities, becoming new urban residents. If a group of prisoners joins such an army with outstanding status and obtains the identity that only the people's army can possess, I don't support it either. Most importantly, if we recruit these prisoners, we must treat them equally; we can't have any discrimination. This is too hard. These people aren't Comrade Pu Guanshui. Comrade Pu Guanshui is an early old revolutionary; he didn't choose our People's Party because he had no way out. So I cannot agree to recruit prisoners."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. Although they were actually making an issue out of prisoners during wartime, as the Minister of National Defense, Hua Xiongmao naturally couldn't accept the idea of absorbing prisoners into the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Especially in the current situation, defeating the Beiyang clique was almost a certainty, so they couldn't give these prisoners any chances.

The logistical pressure was huge, and the attitude towards prisoners was quite consistent. This non-military consideration couldn't help but dominate the strategic judgment. Hua Xiongmao said, "If we look at it from this angle, we support attacking Dezhou, threatening Beijing, and thoroughly disrupting the Beiyang strategy. Moreover, after our investigation, these Beiyang troops are mostly from Hebei and Shandong, and a considerable part are bandits or something. Let them scatter themselves. If the final die-hards insist on fleeing back to Beijing to be buried with Yuan Shikai, we'll fulfill their wish."

This opinion was agreed upon by all attendees. The clerk took notes, writing down this resolution, the main points of the resolution process, and the reasons clearly, preparing to hand it to Chen Ke for final review.

After finishing the northern issue, Hua Xiongmao brought up the southern issue. "The Beiyang troops in the south are fighting desperately, but to no effect. Until now, they haven't even been able to break our border. Once the northern problem is solved, we will solve the southern problem. This time we are the 'Homecoming Legion'. For those reactionary landlords and gentry, we cannot be polite at all. We must pull them up by the roots. This involves a public security war issue. When we attacked the fortified villages in Anhui back then, we did exactly this; there is no reason for tolerance in this. This point is mainly about ideological work, and collecting the crimes of those people."

This topic appeared murderous. Hua Xiongmao didn't hide it at all, telling the comrades one thing: for Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong, the People's Party would conduct a bloodbath. Since that group of traditional upper-class people had already revealed their fangs in April 12th, all the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army could do was kill these guys to the last man.

"There is no problem with the strategy, the problem lies in the technique." He Zudao couldn't possibly care about killing some people, especially since the targets were those counter-revolutionaries who had slaughtered the masses. He Zudao could absolutely not have a shred of pity. "Executing these people still requires public trials and formal punishment. In terms of collecting criminal evidence on this bunch, I'm afraid it won't be that easy."

Hua Xiongmao said, "Those people from the Restoration Society definitely can't be kept. Besides, everyone in the Restoration Society has dirty hands now. The landlords who support the Beiyang clique can't be kept either. Zhejiang is easier to handle, but in Fujian and Guangdong, the intelligence we've collected is really insufficient. But what if they run away after we march in?"

"Implement a strict household registration system at the same time as land reform. Then conduct a massive manhunt. Anyone without identity papers, arrest them and screen them. Although these people can't be screened clearly in a short while, the labor camps never lack people." Logistics Minister Qin Wu'an had no doubts about this at all.

This suggestion had strong operability. Amidst a burst of laughter, this topic also ended.
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On July 28, 1915, Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun received a notification summoning him for a joint meeting with the ambassadors of Britain, France, and Japan stationed in China. Looking at the letter, Gu Weijun felt a sharp pain in his head.

Just yesterday, explosive news had finally reached Beijing. After annihilating the defending troops in Jinan, the People's Party had marched north and captured Dezhou. One didn't even need professional military knowledge; just looking at the map made it clear. Two hundred li northeast of Dezhou was Cangzhou, and continuing another two hundred li in that direction was Tianjin. From Tianjin, marching two hundred li northwest would reach the walls of Beijing.

Although he studied law, Gu Weijun wasn't ignorant of arithmetic. His father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, brought him more accurate news: the People's Party dispatched troops on July 22, arrived in Jinan on the 24th, and conquered Dezhou in a single day on the 25th. Jinan to Dezhou was also two hundred li. Calculating at a speed of one hundred li per day, if they encountered no resistance from the Beiyang Army on the road, the People's Party would reach the walls of Beijing in just six days from Dezhou. And Tang Shaoyi didn't give Gu Weijun false information; with the Beiyang Army mobilized in force this time, the total strength remaining in Beijing and Tianjin was no more than 300,000. According to news received by Beiyang, the People's Party had as many as 300,000 troops in Shandong alone.

On July 27, the British Minister had already summoned Gu Weijun once. Gu Weijun used other business as an excuse not to meet him. This time, with the ministers of Britain, France, and Japan summoning him jointly, Gu Weijun really couldn't find a reason to refuse. Even knowing he couldn't avoid it, the final decision power lay in Yuan Shikai's hands, not his. With a heavy heart, Gu Weijun picked up his briefcase and went to the Presidential Palace to see Yuan Shikai.

After Yuan Shikai came to power, he set up his office in Zhongnanhai. At the same time, the outer wall of Baoyue Tower was demolished and it was renamed Xinhua Gate. From then on, Xinhua Gate replaced Xiyuan Gate as the main entrance to Zhongnanhai. Later, Zhongnanhai was successively used as the office for the President and Premier of the Beiyang Government, as well as Zhang Zuolin's "Commander's Palace."

Arriving at Renjutang, where the President worked, Gu Weijun saw a group of guards and doctors in white coats in the reception room. This frightened Gu Weijun badly. He happened to see Jiang Baili and hurriedly went up to grab the anxious-looking Jiang Baili, asking, "What happened?"

Seeing it was Gu Weijun, Jiang Baili whispered, "The President fainted."

"What?" Gu Weijun was terrified. The core of Beiyang was Yuan Shikai. In the current situation, if Yuan Shikai couldn't control the situation, facing the fierce offensive of the People's Party, Beiyang would immediately fall into disarray.

Just then, Yuan Shikai's angry voice was faintly heard from inside, "Who are you mourning for?! I'm fine!" As soon as the voice fell, the crowd surged slightly, then made way. Yuan Shikai was seen striding out from inside. Usually, Yuan Shikai had quite a bit of self-control, but now he came out cursing.

As a diplomat, observing expressions was the most basic thing. Gu Weijun saw that Yuan Shikai's face was pale. Although his back was still straight and his movements slightly exaggerated, looking very imposing, Yuan Shikai's hands were trembling uncontrollably slightly, and beads of sweat hung on his oily, fat face.

Gu Weijun knew Yuan Shikai had to do this, even if he was forcing himself. With so many doctors here, the news definitely couldn't be kept secret. If Yuan Shikai disappeared for a while longer, who knew what rumors would spread to.

With heartfelt respect for Yuan Shikai, Gu Weijun hurriedly went up to him, "President, I have something to report!"

Yuan Shikai looked at Gu Weijun coldly, snorted first, and then said, "Come in and talk!"

Gu Weijun hurriedly stepped forward to support Yuan Shikai's arm. Yuan Shikai initially subconsciously wanted to push Gu Weijun away directly, but just as he made the move, he changed his method. He gently pushed Gu Weijun's arm aside, then placed his hand on Gu Weijun's shoulder, "Shaochuan, you've handled your recent duties well." He said this while walking inside with Gu Weijun.

The guards at the Presidential Palace were very sharp. Seeing Yuan Shikai like this, they quickly chased away the doctors and those who came to watch the excitement.

Gu Weijun felt that the hand Yuan Shikai placed on his shoulder used a lot of force; Yuan Shikai was secretly using Gu Weijun as a crutch. He didn't dare show any sign of struggle, trying to speak as normally as possible about some matters regarding Britain, France, and Japan while coordinating with Yuan Shikai's pace to walk forward slowly. Once inside the door of the Renjutang office, Gu Weijun hurriedly supported Yuan Shikai's arm and helped him back to the President's seat.

Yuan Shikai didn't pretend to be tough anymore after such a clever performance. The temperature inside Renjutang was actually quite cool, but sweat was pouring down Yuan Shikai's forehead. Gu Weijun hurriedly took out his handkerchief and handed it to Yuan Shikai to wipe his sweat. Yuan Shikai rested for a moment before catching his breath.

"Shaochuan, what exactly did you come to say this time?" Yuan Shikai asked. He had been completely pretending to be fine just now, and actually hadn't paid much attention to what he said to Gu Weijun.

Gu Weijun knew this wasn't the time to feign anxiety. If he couldn't get Yuan Shikai's approval, he couldn't do anything himself. And if Yuan Shikai's condition deteriorated, there would be no chance for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to receive direct orders. He hurriedly explained the matter of the British, French, and Japanese ministers to Yuan Shikai in detail.

Yuan Shikai paused for a moment before asking, "So, Britain, France, and Japan went directly to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Gu Weijun was startled by this insight. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs wasn't a very important department in the Beiyang government. Gu Weijun thought that for Britain, France, and Japan to demand a meeting so forcefully, they must have already sent some official document, or at least some message, to Yuan Shikai. Unexpectedly, Britain, France, and Japan followed the procedure completely this time, only asking to summon Gu Weijun, without having any contact with Yuan Shikai. The implications of this were too great. Generally speaking, doing this indicated Britain, France, and Japan's extreme disappointment with Yuan Shikai. This wasn't a question of order; it was a naked statement in diplomatic terms.

"President, how about I don't meet them?" Gu Weijun said hurriedly.

"What are you afraid of, Shaochuan?" Yuan Shikai sneered. "I trust you. Since they want to see you, go see them. See what these bastards want to say."

"If they ask about the current situation, how should I answer?" Gu Weijun asked for instructions.

"For the current situation, just ask them what they know. We are fighting a great battle in Shandong, and the situation changes in an instant. What they know may not necessarily be correct," Yuan Shikai said.

"Yes!" Gu Weijun understood Yuan Shikai's meaning.

"Go now, save those bastards from letting their imaginations run wild!" Yuan Shikai told Gu Weijun to leave quickly.

"Yes!" Gu Weijun wanted to say a few words telling Yuan Shikai to take care of his health, but he knew saying so would definitely cause a misunderstanding with Yuan Shikai. After pondering for a moment, Gu Weijun said, "The President has recovered; I will report back immediately if there is anything."

Yuan Shikai knew Gu Weijun was indicating he absolutely wouldn't spread rumors outside about Yuan Shikai being ill. He nodded with satisfaction, "Go!"

Leaving the Presidential Palace with a heavy heart, Gu Weijun sent someone to deliver a letter to the ministers of Britain, France, and Japan, inviting them to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Sitting at his desk, Gu Weijun rubbed the center of his brows. This position of Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs caused Gu Weijun great pain. A weak country has no diplomacy, especially in these precarious times. Gu Weijun originally thought the war would last a while, but he didn't expect the war situation to change so quickly. Not long after the Shandong offensive began, it fell into a state of total failure.

The ministers of Britain, France, and Japan came extremely quickly. They were obviously together, as the three ministers returned with the person who delivered the letter to the British Minister.

Upon meeting, the three ministers shook hands with Gu Weijun with grim expressions. The one who spoke first was actually the Japanese Minister. "Mr. Gu, we heard that there have been huge changes in the war situation in Shandong. As countries supporting your side, we have not received any notification from your side. This cannot help but make us feel regret."

After asking the three ministers to sit down first, Gu Weijun replied leisurely, "Our army is fighting the People's Party. We don't know what will happen in war. Perhaps news of a victory is on its way to Beijing right now?"

The Japanese Minister wasn't fooled by these words at all. He sneered, "Mr. Gu is quite composed. But what I want to know is, you first failed to capture Qingdao, and second failed to hold Jinan. How exactly does your army intend to counterattack now?"

"This is a military secret; I really cannot comment!" Although fearful inside, Gu Weijun replied lightly.

"Mr. Gu, we all support Beiyang. We contributed money in both 'Reorganization Loans'. If your side cannot protect itself at all, we have reason to worry that there is no possibility of recovering these two loans. I wonder how Mr. Gu plans to convince us?"

Gu Weijun fell silent. This question wasn't excessive. According to the common international concept of "odious debt," if the People's Party destroyed Beiyang, they could completely choose not to repay these loans. Of course, this was based on the People's Party having the courage to take up arms against foreigners. In Gu Weijun's view, the People's Party had shown no lack of such courage so far. So the anxiety of Britain, France, and Japan had extremely realistic grounds.

"If your side does not support our Beiyang, how do you think the People's Party will view the matter of the 'Reorganization Loans'?" Gu Weijun asked. This was the inevitable deception of diplomacy, but Gu Weijun couldn't help but feel a deep sense of defeat in his heart. Gu Weijun was also a young man who looked forward to building a strong China. Now, using the reason that the People's Party would absolutely not repay odious debts to force Britain, France, and Japan to stand with Beiyang was indeed a reasonable choice tactically. But as a Chinese person, this couldn't help but deeply sting Gu Weijun's conscience. Even if he didn't want to commit treasonous acts, sometimes circumstances forced people to do things completely against their will.

"Mr. Gu, if that is the case, we will have to make our own choice!" The Japanese Minister was certainly not to be trifled with. He didn't accept Gu Weijun's threat at all, but stated his position toughly.

In the dialogue between the Japanese Minister and Gu Weijun, the British and French ministers didn't say a word, just quietly listening to the translation of the conversation between the two.

"I wonder what exactly your side means?" Gu Weijun asked.

"If your side cannot guarantee our interests, we can only rely on ourselves to protect our own interests!" The Japanese Minister said extremely clearly.

Gu Weijun looked at the three ministers before him. This time, Britain and France clearly let Japan speak out while they waited behind. Gu Weijun didn't feel relieved because Japan almost publicly stated it wanted to send troops. If it were some other Beiyang officers, they might be ecstatic. But Gu Weijun wasn't. He absolutely could not accept foreign armies stepping onto Chinese soil again as conquerors, regardless of whether these people were attacking Beiyang or the People's Party. This was Gu Weijun's bottom line.
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"The Beiyang government will solve these problems!" Gu Weijun suppressed his intense sense of shame and spoke with a stern expression.

The Japanese Minister replied coldly, "When? When the People's Party is at the city gates?"

Gu Weijun could no longer endure the Japanese Minister's aggressive pressure. He first loosened his tie, then said loudly, "Minister, China's internal affairs are not for you to interfere with. And after Rizhao, didn't Japan also withdraw its troops?"

The Japanese Minister truly hadn't expected Gu Weijun to actually bring up the Rizhao Campaign. His emotions couldn't help but become agitated. "Mr. Gu, what we are discussing now is the issue of Beiyang repaying its debts. Even if we withdrew from Rizhao, it won't be long before I have to suspect where Beiyang will be able to withdraw to!"

Gu Weijun could bear it no longer; his face flushed red and his breathing became rapid. As the Foreign Minister of a weak regime, Gu Weijun felt a deep sense of humiliation, but he still did his best to counterattack, "Even if Beiyang falls, China will not fall! You lost a division in Qingdao. If you invade China again, those invaders will also be completely wiped out just like the Kyushu Division in Qingdao."

The Japanese Minister was stunned upon hearing these almost desperate words. He had originally thought that Gu Weijun, being a young man, would yield under pressure, but he hadn't expected Gu Weijun to choose such a desperate method of counterattack. The Japanese side was all too clear about the People's Party's toughness. Japan could threaten Beiyang, but if they sent someone to threaten the People's Party, they would likely only be met with the People's Party's ridicule. Even after suffering such ridicule, Japan would still be helpless against the People's Party.

The British Minister raised a hand. "Why argue? Mr. Gu, our purpose in coming here this time is to ask how exactly Beiyang guarantees that it can determine the repayment of the 'Reorganization Loan'. For us, this is the most important thing. We have trusted Beiyang, but listening to your words, it seems you are telling us that our trust was a huge mistake."

"Then does your side wish to tell us that Britain is going to send troops to China?" At this point, Gu Weijun threw caution to the wind, although he didn't wish for Beiyang to agree to foreign military interference in China's internal affairs while he was in charge of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, Gu Weijun now only hoped that the foreign armies would suffer a crushing defeat when they engaged the People's Party.

"We have an obligation to protect British expatriates in China, so we hope to be able to set up defenses in Beijing," the British Minister replied extremely crisply.

"Is your side preparing to defend Beijing for us?" Gu Weijun sneered.

"If your side agrees, we can defend Tianjin," the British Minister replied tit-for-tat. "Even if we evacuate our expatriates, we also need a seaport."

"That is absolutely impossible!" Gu Weijun replied with a firm attitude.

"You cannot make the decision. I hope you can inform President Yuan Shikai of this news. We British also have our own interests!" The British Minister coldly dropped this sentence, then stood up to take his leave.

After the ministers of the three countries left the office, Gu Weijun felt as if all the strength in his body had suddenly been drained. He slumped back into his chair, unable to move even a finger. Unknown to him when it started, he suddenly realized that his face was already covered in tear stains.

Yuan Shikai did not seem too surprised by this diplomatic result. His oily, fat face had lost its luster, looking as if he had aged ten years. After listening to Gu Weijun's report, Yuan Shikai waited a long time before replying, "Shaochuan, tell the British that we Beiyang will absolutely not surrender to the People's Party! We will absolutely fight to the bloody end. As for the matter of Tianjin, if the British want to evacuate their expatriates, let them evacuate."

"President!" Gu Weijun became anxious right then. "President, this is absolutely impermissible. If we let foreign armies enter China again, how will we explain it to the outside world?"

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Explain to the outside world? The People's Party is about to fight their way to the the foot of Beijing's city walls; how do we explain that? Moreover, if foreign armies intervene, it will also cause trouble for the People's Party. We can't control this matter anymore."

Gu Weijun fell silent. For the first time, he discovered that he might have misjudged Yuan Shikai. This President of the Republic of China, this iron-fisted ruler of the Beiyang Army, was actually far less backbone than Gu Weijun had imagined. Especially when facing internal trouble and foreign aggression, all Yuan Shikai displayed was weakness.

"Shaochuan, you go on then," Yuan Shikai said.

Gu Weijun did not move. Accusing Yuan Shikai now was useless. Gu Weijun just looked at Yuan Shikai with expectant eyes, hoping Yuan Shikai could rescind the order. But Yuan Shikai had no intention of considering the matter further. He waved his hand, "Go, Shaochuan."

"President..." Gu Weijun's voice was as dry as sandpaper. "I now resign from the position of Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs."

Hearing these words, Yuan Shikai's eyes narrowed, a sharp gaze shooting straight at Gu Weijun's eyes. Gu Weijun shuddered all over, but he forcefully gritted his teeth and held on. Even though he was terrified inside, he still didn't flinch in the slightest.

"Shaochuan, national affairs are in such a state, what are you still making a fuss about!" Yuan Shikai shouted. Even though his body was weak, this voice was still full of majesty.

Gu Weijun's voice trembled. In front of Yuan Shikai, Gu Weijun felt true fear, but his words still came out. "President, can Britain, France, and Japan really help us? Even if they make military preparations now, it will take at least a week for Japan to send troops. Even if Japan comes, what can they do? Can they defeat the People's Party? It will take at least half a year for Britain and France to send troops. By then, if we can hold out, we naturally will have held out. If we can't hold out, their arrival will be in vain. But once we agree to this request, we really won't be able to explain it to the outside world."

The anger on Yuan Shikai's face dissipated. The whole person looked very calm, one could even say somewhat unfathomable. Just as Gu Weijun thought Yuan Shikai had accepted his opinion to some extent, he didn't expect Yuan Shikai to suddenly pick up a stack of papers and slam them forcefully onto Gu Weijun's face. Smashed in the head by the thick stack of papers, Gu Weijun felt a wave of dizziness, and then heard Yuan Shikai cursing loudly, "What do you, a wet-behind-the-ears brat, know?! You dare to interrupt in such national affairs? Get out! If you don't want to be the Foreign Minister, then don't be it now!"

Jiang Baili was attending nearby. Seeing Yuan Shikai suddenly fly into a rage, he grabbed Gu Weijun's arm with an ashen face and dragged him outside. Gu Weijun stumbled as he was dragged out of the room by Jiang Baili. He only heard Yuan Shikai cursing loudly, "You bunch of wolf cubs! At a time like this, apart from running away on me, what else can you do!..."

Jiang Baili was of military background after all, and his hand strength was extremely great. Gu Weijun was dragged swaying from side to side. Until he was dragged out of the Presidential Palace, Jiang Baili remained silent throughout. When he let go, Jiang Baili suddenly leaned close to Gu Weijun's ear and whispered, "Shaochuan, you should leave quickly."

After speaking, Jiang Baili kicked Gu Weijun to the ground, then strode away.

Not knowing exactly what had happened, Gu Weijun walked towards the Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a dizzy head. Just as he returned to his office, he saw his father-in-law Tang Shaoyi rushing in. Seeing Gu Weijun, he said nothing and dragged Gu Weijun outside. After the two entered the carriage, the coachman immediately urged the horses to start moving.

"Shaochuan! You leave now!" There was no anger in Tang Shaoyi's voice, only anxiety.

"Father-in-law..." Gu Weijun couldn't figure out exactly what had happened.

"The People's Party has already conquered Cangzhou. I'm afraid they will attack Tianjin in these next two days. If Tianjin falls, Beijing won't be held either. You must leave Beijing immediately for me," Tang Shaoyi said.

"Ah?..." The successive setbacks Gu Weijun had received made him lose some of his judgment. He actually didn't understand this news for a moment.

"Shaochuan, not only Cangzhou. As far as I know, the Beiyang Army in Xingtai was ineffective in their attack and suffered heavy casualties. Just a short while ago, they requested reinforcements from the President, otherwise they wouldn't be able to continue fighting. Xingtai still doesn't know the news of the defeat in Shandong. If they find out, it will be huge chaos. You leave immediately."

Only then did Gu Weijun know what had happened. He hurriedly said, "Father-in-law, then what about you?"

"Me?" Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly. "What else can I do? With the situation like this, where can I go? Shaochuan, don't go to Tianjin now either. Go south, take the land route to Jiangsu. I heard that under the People's Party's rule, it is considered peaceful. You haven't been in Beiyang for long, and the People's Party presumably won't make things difficult for you. If Jiangsu isn't safe either, just hide in Henan or other places for a while. Definitely do not go to your ancestral home in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; I'm afraid something big is going to happen there."

"I want to stay in Beijing!" Gu Weijun finally said.

"Shaochuan, don't mention that you have already offended the President. If the People's Party really attacks to the foot of Beijing city, do you think that with that bunch of soldier ruffians, what will they be capable of doing at the final moment? Even if you don't think for yourself, you must think for Baoyue!" Tang Shaoyi's voice was full of anxiety and dissatisfaction.

In 1912, after Gu Weijun received his Ph.D. in Law at Columbia University and returned to China, not long after he returned, he was introduced by his father-in-law Zhang Hengshan to go north to see Tang Shaoyi. Tang Shaoyi was serving as the Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time. With his qualifications as a Ph.D. from the United States, Gu Weijun worked as a third-secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs under Tang. He was a dapper young man and frequented the entertainment venues of high officials and noble lords at the Beijing Hotel ballroom. By chance, he encountered Tang Shaoyi's daughter, Tang Baoyue. Tang Baoyue had not been abroad but had long yearned for foreign lands, so she usually wouldn't associate with anyone who wasn't an overseas student. Gu Weijun's good looks touched her heart even more. Since then, the two were inseparable. With this relationship, Gu Weijun began to rise step by step, simply like taking a helicopter. Every time he made a request, Tang Baoyue would pester Tang Shaoyi, not fearing that her old man wouldn't agree.

Far away in Shanghai, Zhang Hengshan was very happy, thinking that obtaining this ideal son-in-law proved his physiognomy skills had reached mastery. So he sent letters and telegrams for Gu Weijun to return to Shanghai to hold the wedding. Gu ignored them and did not reply. Later, Zhang Hengshan finally learned of his romantic history with Miss Tang. He was so angry his old face turned yellow, and he wrote a letter to Tang Shaoyi severely criticizing Gu Weijun and asking Tang to send Gu back to Shanghai. After Tang Shaoyi read the letter, he flew into a rage. He immediately called Gu over, reprimanded him, and ordered him to return to Shanghai immediately. Although Gu did not want to leave Beijing, he couldn't stand the condemnation of his conscience and the persuasion of friends and relatives, so he had to pack his bags and prepare to go south. The matter immediately became known to Tang's daughter. She ran crying to her father and said, "If your child cannot unite with Weijun, I will definitely shave my hair and become a nun!" She insisted that her father intervene in this matter. At that time, Tang Shaoyi had already been promoted to Premier of the State Council. He felt that he shouldn't use his power to forcibly snatch someone else's son-in-law, so he didn't agree. Miss Tang still wouldn't let it go. In order to demonstrate and threaten, she ran to the White Cloud Nunnery in the suburbs of Beijing and had someone notify her father saying: she had selected a date to shave her hair. Tang Shaoyi still paid no heed. Seeing this plan failed, the young lady came up with another plan. She returned to the city and had someone notify her father, saying that if he didn't agree to her request, she would have to go to the Bada Hutong (the old red-light district of Beijing) to do business, and moreover hang up a gold signboard saying "Current Premier's Daughter Rose". This闷棍 (heavy blow) really knocked Tang Shaoyi senseless. He immediately invited his daughter back and announced "unconditional surrender".

As a result, Tang Shaoyi used his power and indeed forced Gu Weijun's father-in-law Zhang Hengshan to break off the engagement. Gu Weijun then became Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law. Now that Tang Shaoyi mentioned Tang Baoyue, it was enough to show that Tang Shaoyi was truly anxious.

Gu Weijun understood Tang Shaoyi's thoughts, but he still felt that this idea of Tang Shaoyi's was a bit too hasty. Just at this moment, a pile of papers suddenly flew down like snowflakes outside the carriage window. The coachman was also stunned by this, and the carriage speed slowed down.

This was a main road, and there were no tall buildings on either side. Who threw these papers? Inside the carriage, Gu Weijun and Tang Shaoyi hadn't figured it out yet when they heard people outside shouting excitedly, "Papers are falling from the sky! Papers are falling from the sky!"

Tang Shaoyi saw the coachman stretching out his hand and grabbing a few papers that were still dancing in the air. He opened the front window and said, "Hand them to me!"

The coachman hurriedly handed two papers inside. Gu Weijun leaned over to Tang Shaoyi's side to look, only to see that these were leaflets, using the People's Party's standard simplified characters. He saw the large headline was "This Life of Yuan Shikai".
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Gu Weijun hadn't expected his father-in-law, Tang Shaoyi, to be so decisive. When their carriage arrived in the southern part of Beijing, Tang Baoyue was already waiting in another carriage. Seeing her father and husband arriving together, a smile finally appeared on Tang Baoyue's anxious face.

"Baoyue, you go south with Shaochuan. Don't worry about me. You two must take care of yourselves!" Tang Shaoyi said with a calm expression.

Tang Baoyue hadn't expected her father to say such a thing. She clearly felt the finality of parting in his words, as if they would never meet again. Tang Baoyue couldn't help but cry out, "Father, come with us!"

"At this point, whether I live or die, everyone knows that I, Tang Shaoyi, am the Deputy Prime Minister of the Beiyang Cabinet. Aside from staying here in Beijing, I have nowhere else to go!" Tang Shaoyi smiled miserably. "Baoyue, you and Shaochuan must escape. As long as you are alive, someone will remember your father."

Tang Baoyue hadn't expected Tang Shaoyi to speak such words of life and death. In fact, when she was pulled out of the study by the servants, she had been happily embroidering a swaddle for her baby. She was already pregnant with Gu Weijun's child.

"Father! What exactly happened?" Tang Baoyue asked anxiously.

"You and Shaochuan head south now. Shaochuan will tell you what happened." Tang Shaoyi suppressed all his emotions and spoke with the kind of cold expression only a father could have. "Your brothers have already gone south; now you are the only one left. Money has been placed in the carriage. Be careful. Go quickly!"

Gu Weijun already knew his father-in-law's plan. Although he couldn't fully understand Tang Shaoyi's intentions, Gu Weijun had no intention of resisting. As far as he knew, the danger Beiyang faced was greater than imagined. Their terrifying opponent, the People's Party, showed no hesitation and was lunging mercilessly towards Beijing.

Tang Baoyue was forcibly pulled into the carriage by Gu Weijun. Watching the carriage head south, Tang Shaoyi heaved a deep sigh of relief, finally feeling a sense of lightness in his heart. Sitting back in his own carriage, Tang Shaoyi picked up the leaflets that had fallen from the sky. Just looking at the text, he could be sure that this "The Life of Yuan Shikai" was written by Chen Ke. A few years ago, Chen Ke had written a leaflet titled "The Life of Cixi," and the result was the sudden deaths of Cixi and Guangxu. Now that such a manuscript had appeared, there was no need to consider what Chen Ke's intentions were.

The leaflet was printed on both sides, but even so, the paper wasn't enough; it required two sheets to piece together the entire article. In this article, Chen Ke explicitly informed the world, or rather the residents of Beijing, that Yuan Shikai was once a hero, but in the current situation, for his own interests and for the existence of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai would become a traitor.

This prediction was not absurd. At least in terms of what Tang Shaoyi knew, this was an existing fact. Regardless of Gu Weijun's attitude, the Beiyang government had already pinned its hopes on foreign powers. Whether it was the two "Reorganization Loans" or various other interactions, Beiyang currently would be at a complete loss without foreign support.

On this point, even if Tang Shaoyi didn't agree with the People's Party's attitude, he agreed with the words in "The Life of Yuan Shikai": "Yuan Shikai represents the interests of the propertied class. If the significance of the old democratic revolution was for the propertied class to replace imperial power as the ruling class, then Yuan Shikai has undoubtedly given everything for this propertied class, or rather to control this propertied class. Although Yuan Shikai considers himself the sole regime above the propertied class, he himself has to admit that the propertied class and the army are the foundations of his rule. This is something any ruler with the slightest sobriety can understand..."

"...If Yuan Shikai's army and the regime supported by that army fall, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang regime will fall. On this point, Yuan Shikai will absolutely not consider the interests of China or the Chinese people to be above the interests of his Beiyang regime. Compatriots, we must recognize this point. Even for our own personal interests, we must recognize this point. The order of interests in Yuan Shikai's heart is the Beiyang regime, the propertied class, and lastly, the vast working people..."

"...If the reactionary Beiyang regime of Yuan Shikai cannot be overthrown, the Chinese people will face the greatest traitor, Yuan Shikai..."

These words pointed directly to the core of Beiyang. Tang Shaoyi knew very well that Gu Weijun's refusal could not stop the general trend of Beiyang. Under Yuan Shikai's command, Beiyang was already requesting intervention from foreign governments. Although this move was recent, or rather, before this war, Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang regime were full of confidence, thinking they could annihilate the People's Party's forces, they had still privately put forward their requests to Britain, France, and Japan, hoping they could "co-construct China."

However, the current Gu Weijun had become a stumbling block to this policy, which slightly surprised Tang Shaoyi. Gu Weijun's firm attitude also surprised Beiyang. Tang Shaoyi had thought Gu Weijun would prioritize the Beiyang government's stance, but now it was proven that this idea was wrong. If it were before, Tang Shaoyi would have felt there was time to reverse his son-in-law's "incorrect stance," but now there was no time. The People's Party's marching speed exceeded Beiyang's imagination.

As the Deputy Prime Minister of the Cabinet, after learning that the People's Party had conquered Cangzhou, Tang Shaoyi knew the situation was hopeless. The reason Beiyang could be Beiyang was largely because it occupied Zhili, that is, Hebei and Shandong. It occupied Beijing, the old imperial city.

If Beiyang were driven out from these two major foundations by the People's Party—more bluntly, if Beiyang were driven out of Beijing by the People's Party—then Beiyang would be reduced to a local regime. Until now, Beiyang's status as the central government was largely determined by the fact that the Beiyang government occupied Beijing.

Driving back into Beijing, Tang Shaoyi found that the gates of the outer city had begun to be sealed. Large groups of Beiyang troops were running to set up defenses at the city gates and checking passersby. Although this move could create a tense atmosphere, it was meaningless. Such a blockade line was meaningless against the People's Party, and letting Beijing citizens know that the People's Party was about to attack the city walls had no meaning other than creating panic given the current situation.

Tang Shaoyi knew he would probably have to take charge of Beiyang's Ministry of Foreign Affairs again immediately, but apart from sorrow, he surprisingly had no other thoughts. The Qing Dynasty had only been forced to acknowledge selling out the country under the condition of defeat in war, but now Beiyang had to accept it without having been defeated externally. This greatly exceeded Tang Shaoyi's psychological tolerance.

Things developed just as Tang Shaoyi had expected. As soon as he arrived at the Cabinet, an attendant military officer from the Presidential Palace who had been waiting there immediately told Tang Shaoyi to go see Yuan Shikai.

"Shaochuan! You go meet the foreign ministers right now and demand that they support us immediately. We will agree to any conditions!" Although Yuan Shikai wanted to say these words with gravitas, his voice contained a panic that could not be hidden.

Tang Shaoyi was truly in despair. It wasn't that he didn't want to do as Yuan Shikai wished. Regardless of what Gu Weijun thought, fearing foreigners, respecting foreigners, and even relying on foreigners were not rare ideas within Beiyang. No matter how the Beiyang New Army originally shouted "Reform and Strengthen the Nation" or held nationalist stances, no one truly dared to ignore or even despise foreign power like the People's Party did.

Tang Shaoyi was not a superstitious person, but he couldn't help but fear Chen Ke. There was a precedent for this, not to mention that Chen Ke had explicitly pointed out in "The Life of Yuan Shikai" that Yuan Shikai would either die as a Chinese person or as a great traitor. The difference between the two determined Yuan Shikai's posthumous evaluation. But in Chen Ke's own prediction, he wasn't optimistic about Yuan Shikai's posthumous reputation at all. Since it wasn't optimistic for Yuan Shikai, Tang Shaoyi felt there was no way to make a final decision regarding the question Chen Ke emphasized: "Where will Yuan Shikai's accomplices go?"

Yuan Shikai saw the expression on Tang Shaoyi's face and sneered, "Shaochuan, have you already seen those notices?"

These notices were definitely dropped by the People's Party's aircraft; Yuan Shikai was clear about that. Beiyang also had its own aircraft, just that they couldn't compare to the People's Party's air force in performance. At least this basic knowledge—that leaflets falling from the sky were dropped by planes—was known. Yuan Shikai didn't have any superstitious attitude.

"President, how exactly should we speak to the powers about this matter?" Tang Shaoyi asked with a dry throat.

"I actually don't care what you all think anymore." Yuan Shikai laughed, a laugh containing a hellish gloom. "But if you are going to say anything to the foreigners, Shaochuan, tell them: whatever they want to take from the People's Party, we will give to them!"

"You mean Beiyang won't yield anything? We are just asking the Allied Powers to intervene?" Tang Shaoyi felt he had recovered quite a bit of vitality. If Yuan Shikai had proposed completely surrendering and selling out the country, Tang Shaoyi wouldn't have been able to accept it.

"Shaochuan must have read the People's Party's leaflet, right?" Yuan Shikai sneered. "If you read it, the People's Party is saying nothing more than that I, Yuan, am selling out the country. Am I, Yuan Shikai, afraid of death? I just want to maintain Beiyang. If Beiyang is gone, where does everyone plan to go?"

Tang Shaoyi dared not deny anything. If the current Beiyang didn't have Yuan Shikai, heaven knew what would happen.

"Shaochuan, go see the foreigners now. Agree to everything regardless of what happens! I can tell you beforehand, even if our Beiyang ceases to exist, I can't let the foreign devils and the People's Party have it easy!" Yuan Shikai said furiously. Just after speaking, Yuan Shikai began to cough loudly.
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Chapter 111: The End of the Beginning (19)

"Regarding Tianjin, we will encircle but not attack! Beijing must be taken as quickly as possible!" Pu Guanshui had only slept for four or five hours a day these past few days, yet he showed no signs of fatigue. On the contrary, this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander, who had originated as a high-ranking officer in the Beiyang Army, was in high spirits and highly focused.

The commanders at the frontline headquarters were just like Pu Guanshui. The development of the situation had greatly exceeded their expectations. The seemingly powerful Beiyang Army had been split in two. The Beiyang Hebei Group on the left flank had once launched a massive offensive against Chai Qingguo's troops. In the Hebei plains, the Beiyang Army had piled up corpses like mountains in front of trenches, barbed wire, bunkers, and machine guns. Now they were halted between Xingtai and Handan, at a loss for what to do. The Beiyang Army on the right flank had retreated from Qingdao, with nearly 200,000 troops huddled in Weifang, unsure of their next move.

Compared to the completely panicked Beiyang Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had clear strategic goals and firm tactical concepts. Two reserve corps moved north from Shandong, taking over all key areas in the Shandong Military Region. The Shandong Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set out from Dezhou and marched all the way north, pressing straight towards Tianjin via Cangzhou.

"Are we really not going to provoke the foreign devils' naval guns for the time being?" Some comrades still felt a bit regretful.

"If we provoke the foreign devils' naval guns now, we'll suffer losses," Pu Guanshui laughed. This was the consistent philosophy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; fearing sacrifice and throwing away lives for nothing were two completely contradictory things. "The foreign devils' naval guns can't drive onto land anyway, so let's just let them show off at sea for now."

"Report! The 38th Corps has arrived at their destination west of Tianjin. They have occupied the railway and started constructing positions. The 38th Corps requests to conduct probing attacks!" A communications officer ran over to report.

All commanders instinctively looked at the map. After occupying the railway, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already cut off the connection between Tianjin and Beijing. The war was progressing so smoothly, which also meant that many military plans hadn't been made in time. Although the Military Commission's predictions had all come true, this plan now seemed extremely risky.

"If we attack Beijing and the enemy surrounds us from behind, we'll be heavily besieged," this was the comrades' biggest worry.

"It's normal for the enemy to want to annihilate us under the walls of Beijing. But that requires them to be able to return to Beijing. I don't believe these enemy troops can withstand the pursuit of our other units while retreating. The reason we want to fight all the way to Beijing is to make them surround us. The Beiyang Army is not good at mobile warfare," Pu Guanshui had completely grasped the core of the Military Commission's plan. "To mobilize the Beiyang Army, Yuan Shikai has to give the order. To make Yuan Shikai issue an emergency order, we must fight to the walls of Beijing."

Having said this, Pu Guanshui spoke loudly: "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has always opposed dying in vain, but when sacrifice is truly needed, we must have such courage. Comrades have all sworn to the Party flag and the military flag to struggle for China's revolutionary cause for their entire lives! If the revolution requires our unit to be wiped out under the walls of Beijing, then we will be wiped out under the walls of Beijing. The comrades of other units will definitely be able to tread on our blood to liberate all of China!"

These words caused a silent thrum of emotion among the attending commanders. Everyone present had commanded thousands of troops and won many victories. So, even though they had long understood that dying on the battlefield was the most normal thing, suddenly adopting this mindset to go into battle after a string of victories indeed shook everyone's spirit.

"We must complete the task given by the Party!" The political commissar was the first to stand up and say.

Other comrades also stood up one after another to express their stance: fearing no sacrifice and resolutely completing the task.

Pu Guanshui said, "Then let's start the final pre-battle mobilization within the troops. Once we march on Beijing, the subsequent battles won't stop. This will be a battle that decides China's fate. Moreover, our opponents are not just the Beiyang Army, but also the foreign garrisons in China. Tell the comrades that a considerable number of these foreign garrison bastards participated in the slaughter of the Chinese people during the Boxer Rebellion!"

This statement was actually incorrect. The Boxer Rebellion was already 15 years ago. The number of soldiers and officers in the current garrisons who had participated in the Eight-Nation Alliance was very limited. But Pu Guanshui didn't care about inciting nationalist sentiments. For Pu Guanshui himself, eliminating foreign garrisons in China had always been his desire.

On July 30, 1915, the terrified Tianjin garrison received the news. The main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army facing them had turned northwest. The Tianjin garrison didn't even need to use much brainpower to figure out that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's destination was Beijing.

Two days later, on August 1st, the Army Day of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the 50th Corps, acting as the vanguard, had already eliminated the Langfang defenders and crushed several small Beiyang units along the way. The 50th Corps' 2nd Division officially launched an attack on the Beiyang troops stationed in Tongzhou.

There were two Beiyang corps totaling 200,000 men guarding Beijing, the 1st Corps and the 2nd Corps. The unit stationed in Tongzhou was the Beiyang 2nd Corps. Corps Commander Lu Jin had never expected the People's Party to arrive so quickly. Five or six days ago, Lu Jin still thought the People's Party's troops were in Shandong. He never imagined that the People's Party would ignore the Beiyang Army in Shandong, and even dare to expose their flank to the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin, marching grandly to attack Beijing.

"Don't worry, when the 19th Corps in Tianjin attacks, we can attack from inside and outside and wipe out the People's Party!" Lu Jin cheered his subordinates on in the command headquarters.

Lu Jin's subordinates nodded repeatedly, "Commander Lu is right!"

The reason they did this was not because they supported Lu Jin's ideas so much, but simply to subconsciously express support for a victorious future amidst the confusion of suddenly entering a war.

However, reality soon discounted this support. "Report! A People's Party cavalry unit has bypassed Tongzhou and headed straight for the south of the city."

"The Cavalry Brigade must sortie immediately! We must stop them!" Lu Jin roared instantly. If this People's Party cavalry unit was allowed to bypass Tongzhou and wreak havoc under the walls of Beijing, leaving aside what threat Lu Jin's 2nd Corps would face, he could fully imagine what kind of reprimand he would receive from Yuan Shikai.

The commander of this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unit was Pang Zi. He had been temporarily transferred to the Shandong Military Region. Pang Zi, originally belonging to the Henan Military Region as a mobile unit, had not joined the battle order for the Xingtai positional warfare. Instead, he had been on standby in the Linqing and Nangong County areas.

As a local, it was hard to say whether the return of "Pang the Great King" Pang Zi was good or bad for local work. Even if Pang Zi wasn't exactly notorious, he was definitely not a positive figure. However, Chen Tianhua had accepted an emergency order and, as the Hebei Provincial Party Secretary, disregarded the danger to go to Nangong County to preside over the work. In these chaotic times, many old members who had once participated in the Peasant Association cried their hearts out when they saw Director Chen return. With Chen Tianhua presiding here, the area centered on Nangong County quickly calmed down.

It wasn't until the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began attacking Dezhou that the cavalry brigade commanded by Pang Zi moved north to join the Shandong Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's sequence under the order of the Central Military Commission, in order to strengthen the mobile combat capabilities of the Shandong Military Region. Pang Zi was originally a commander from the Shandong Military Region, so the transfer didn't feel unfamiliar to him.

The purpose of this operation was simple: to engage the Beiyang cavalry units and annihilate them.

"Comrades! If you have any last words, say them now." Pang Zi was not on horseback at this moment; he stood solemnly in front of a row of soldiers.

Pang Zi and several senior commanders had expressions of solemnity and tragedy on their faces, but that row of soldiers looked resolute. This wasn't feigned resolve; these soldiers were all machine gunners. Ever since the annihilation of the Beiyang 3rd Division in Anhui, one of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's tactics against enemy cavalry had been the machine gun array.

As long as the enemy could be lured into the machine gun array, under the close-range sweeping fire of dozens or hundreds of machine guns, no cavalry unit could survive. However, whether the enemy could be lured into the machine gun array right now was a big question. Most importantly, even if they succeeded, there was no way to construct fortified machine gun positions at the moment. Enemies shot off their horses wouldn't die immediately, and facing their attacks, weak individual cover wouldn't provide much protection. Even if it wasn't a near-certain death, everyone could imagine the fate of over half the machine gunners becoming casualties.

The ranks of the soldiers on their shoulders weren't low: Second Lieutenant, Staff Sergeant, and even First Lieutenant and Captain. Such a group represented the backbone of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Every soldier was a Party member, and only such a group could stand out so firmly to undertake this dangerous task.

"Brigade Commander Pang, please let the organization rest assured. We will definitely complete the work in the best way. Besides, there are three comrades in one machine gun position; we can still deal with ten or twenty Beiyang soldiers coming at us." The leading Captain answered loudly.

Just as they were speaking, dozens of soldiers ran over from other places. Upon reaching the vicinity of the formation, they all stood at attention. Although the leading soldier was blocked, he shouted loudly: "Brigade Commander Pang, we request to return to the team, we want to participate in the mission!"

"Only Party members can participate in this mission! We've even written our Party membership applications. Brigade Commander Pang, please let us participate!" Other soldiers also shouted.

"My older brother has already participated. Fighting tigers requires brothers; we came to join the revolution. If we die, let us brothers die together!" Someone's voice already carried a sobbing tone due to agitation.

If it were before, Pang Zi would have probably scolded these comrades for messing around, but this time he felt quite gratified. The comrades participating in the machine gun array were all key personnel; Pang Zi himself couldn't accept consuming so many grassroots backbones. However, without firm conviction, facing the scene of thousands of warhorses galloping over, anyone would panic. If they opened fire prematurely due to confusion and alerted the enemy, leading the enemy to dismount and launch a ground attack, these machine gun array soldiers wouldn't survive—these two hundred people would undoubtedly die.

Only by executing the plan completely with the determination to face death was there hope for survival. Once they attacked blindly due to fear of death, they would undoubtedly die. This was the battlefield. At such a critical moment, the only ones who could be relied upon were the Party members.

"Take these comrades down and explain to them in detail what is going on. Tell them, we are not sending these comrades to die; we are letting them go because they are not afraid of death. Because in there, if even one person is afraid of death, everyone will die!" Pang Zi said loudly.

The Beiyang cavalry brigade came very quickly. Pang Zi had just finished deploying the position when he received intelligence that the enemy was less than ten li away. The establishments of these two cavalry units were similar, both having over four thousand men at full strength. Pang Zi had brought two thousand men this time, while the enemy's troops were at full strength. "Continue to advance," Pang Zi ordered.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops slowed their march, while the enemy sped up to catch up. After all, Tongzhou was the Beiyang's home field. The engagement location Pang Zi chose was a piece of flat land, quite suitable for cavalry engagement. If it weren't so, the Beiyang Army wouldn't have taken the bait.

More than half an hour later, Pang Zi received news that the Beiyang Army had split into two groups, one coming from the south and one circling to the east. It looked like they were preparing a pincer attack from two sides.

After arriving at the designated location, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry unit stopped. This was a small high slope on the flat land. To the south was a large stretch of flat ground, and to the east was a large expanse of fields. No ordinary people dared to stay here now, so the entire wilderness was empty and silent.

The Beiyang Army's southern force was faster. This group also had nearly two thousand men, slightly fewer than Pang Zi's cavalry. Moreover, Pang Zi's troops occupied the small high ground, so form-wise, they were in a slightly disadvantageous position.

"Commander Sun, should we attack?" A staff officer nearby asked.

"Prepare to attack immediately!" The Beiyang cavalry commander Sun Yongsheng replied coldly. Although his expression looked serious, Sun Yongsheng wasn't that relaxed inside. He certainly knew that attacking now put them at a disadvantage, but true battles were all launched with the tacit consent of both sides. With the Beiyang Army's overall two-to-one troop advantage, if Pang Zi didn't want to fight, he could naturally slip away. Sun Yongsheng had to give Pang Zi a strong temptation, a chance to win. As long as Pang Zi could defeat Sun Yongsheng, who was at a disadvantage on the front, before the flanking Beiyang Army on the east attacked, then Pang Zi could adjust his forces and use the momentum of victory to strike the other Beiyang unit. He could very likely create a classic example of winning with fewer numbers.

However, if Pang Zi couldn't achieve this, the result would be being surrounded and annihilated by the Beiyang Army attacking from two sides. This was a gamble. Sun Yongsheng wanted to see if Pang Zi had the determination to place the bet.

Seeing that the People's Party cavalry opposite the Beiyang Army didn't move, neither side dismounted before the decisive battle. They just looked at each other from a distance of four or five hundred meters.

Sun Yongsheng ordered the flag bearer to wave the command flag, and the troops gathered into an attack formation in an orderly manner. This was Sun Yongsheng's second time truly engaging the People's Party. When he was in the Beiyang 3rd Division, he had been captured. As Chen Ke's "relative", Sun Yongsheng had also been shelved. It was only during the Beiyang's great expansion that Sun Yongsheng got an opportunity, and now he had become a Brigade Commander of the Beiyang Cavalry. If not for his entanglement with Chen Ke, Sun Yongsheng couldn't have only reached this position. One should know that officers of his rank in the past were now at least division commanders. Thinking of this, Sun Yongsheng couldn't help but frown tightly; now he had to prove himself with his own war exploits.

Sun Yongsheng closed his eyes, driving all thoughts out of his mind. The last image that had nothing to do with the battle was a woman—the image of Sun Yongsheng's wife, He Qian. Even though he had been a widower for several years, Sun Yongsheng had no intention of remarrying. He Qian's death was a psychological burden Sun Yongsheng could never overcome in his life, although Sun Yongsheng had never heard the word "psychological".

The shout that was already in his throat couldn't come out. Sun Yongsheng opened his eyes and took a deep breath. At that very moment, he saw a People's Party cavalryman on the earthen slope opposite hold a military flag high and stab it fiercely into the ground. When the cavalryman let go, the red flag was already deeply planted in the soil. A gust of wind blew, and the red flag unfurled, fluttering in the wind.

Seeing that the enemy had already shown their attitude, only the thought of battle remained in Sun Yongsheng's heart. "Charge!" He shouted loudly.

The Beiyang Army's flag bearer waved the cyan banner vigorously, and the formation opened. The Beiyang troops, dressed in cyan military uniforms, urged their mounts and charged towards the north.

Only a split second later, the cavalrymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also urged their warhorses down from the earthen slope, galloping down from both sides of that military flag. The cavalrymen in the front row held their carbines and fired a few shots. Soldiers in the vanguard of both sides were hit and fell from their horses. But the cavalry behind showed no sign of stopping; the sounds of falling horses and tragic cries were instantly drowned out by the thundering roar of thousands of warhorses and tens of thousands of hooves striking the ground.

Whether it was the Beiyang Army or the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, sabers were drawn from their scabbards. The commanders were followed by flag bearers, military flags fluttering violently in the wind, and saber tips pointed without exception in the direction of the enemy.

Two torrents collided in an instant.

Charging at the very front of the Beiyang cavalry was a Second Lieutenant. He extended his arm back and then swept it forward with force. The trajectory of the blade went straight for the enemy's left chest. As long as it hit, the snow-bright sharp blade would cut an absolutely fatal gash in the enemy's chest.

Opposite him, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalryman assumed almost the same posture. This was the standard tactic of cavalry warfare. Everyone made a living on the blade's edge, so their eyes were very sharp. The Beiyang Second Lieutenant was surprised to see his blade hit the opponent's chest first, but the blade didn't cut in at all; a layer of extremely hard material blocked the blade edge.

In that instant, the Second Lieutenant felt his vision start to rise and flip strangely. Amidst the spinning world, the Second Lieutenant saw a headless body sitting on a horse galloping away below. In a burst of confusion, the Second Lieutenant also noticed another detail. The Beiyang military sabers all flickered with the metallic gleam of having been sharpened. But as far as the Second Lieutenant could see, the People's Party's military sabers all without exception presented a dark blue color. That was an indescribably beautiful color.

Then, the Second Lieutenant's eyes closed slightly. The world turned black. His head fell to the ground.
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The End of the Beginning (20)

A pure fight to the death between two cavalry forces. The initial charge was as unstoppable as a mountain flood rushing out of a river channel or a canyon. Relying on the steel forged breastplates worn inside their uniforms, the cavalrymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ignored most of the attacks from the Beiyang Army. The warriors waved their sharp military sabers—mass-produced by comrade workers in the arsenals using forging presses and treated with oxidation—and chopped the Beiyang cavalrymen within their range off their horses like cutting straw. The large formation of the Beiyang Army troops was instantly cut into several sections.

The saber manufacturing technology that instantly settled the fate of hundreds of Beiyang cavalrymen in this battle would not be considered high-tech in the 21st century. The production process was exactly the same as those kitchen knives sold online for a hundred yuan: two pieces of iron sandwiching a steel sheet in the middle, pressed to the appropriate thickness by a machine, roughly ground by an electric grinding wheel, and then surface treated. After the final grinding process, they left the factory in batches.

It is said that Japanese swords use a similar process. The body of the sword is iron with good strength and toughness, while the edge is steel with excellent toughness that can be ground to be extremely sharp. To put it bluntly, this technology is not worth mentioning, but whether one can provide high-quality materials in large quantities reflects the level of industrial capability. The sabers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were lighter and sharper than those of the Beiyang Army.

The steel armor worn by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army inside their uniforms could not be a fully cast and forged half-body armor either; the breastplate was made of leather and steel plates. Agricultural breeding capacity also determined military equipment capabilities.

Since they could not win in the group charge, the Beiyang Army's cavalry formation collapsed like sand. The large cavalry formation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army continued to charge forward for a distance, then began to curl back along a curved route. Like drawing an elegant arc on the surface of a lake, the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry began to scatter the Beiyang Army further and surround them. Small squads separated from the main force and attacked the panicked Beiyang cavalry. If the initial group charge relied more on momentum, the ensuing battle relied more on individual valor and skill.

Sun Yongsheng only now had the chance to observe the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Comparing physiques, they were "leaner," but their arms were obviously much thicker than those of the Beiyang soldiers, and these warriors were clearly younger. Sun Yongsheng noticed a young man with rather fair skin wielding a saber with a fluid posture that could only be described as light and agile. With every slash, a Beiyang cavalryman was chopped down. Two Beiyang cavalrymen had been forced into a desperate situation; they simply spurred their horses and rushed straight at this young man with sharp saber skills. Two sabers, one in front and one behind, slashed towards the throat of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army young cavalryman from the left and right.

To Sun Yongsheng's great surprise, that young man showed no fear at all. He raised his left arm, forcibly blocking the attack coming from the left, while the saber in his right hand swept out. The saber of the Beiyang soldier on the right came whistling in, only to be immediately chopped into two pieces by the Revolutionary Army's saber.

This situation went far beyond the expectations of the two Beiyang cavalrymen. The young cavalryman of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not pause in the slightest. He used the steel bracer on his left arm to push away the Beiyang soldier's weapon, while his right saber chopped left and right as fast as thunder. After he passed between the two Beiyang cavalrymen, blood sprayed from their necks, and they fell from their horses.

Horse hooves thundered. After the small squads of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry chopped down the nearby Beiyang soldiers, they turned their horses and returned to the main force. The main force continued to wind forward without stopping, and unknowingly, they had already surrounded the Beiyang cavalry main force.

It didn't take too long for the galloping of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army main cavalry force to gradually stop. The small groups of Beiyang soldiers who had been cut off and surrounded were either chopped off their horses or obediently raised their hands to surrender. The remaining large group of Beiyang cavalry centered on Sun Yongsheng had completely become turtles in a jar. The surrounded Beiyang soldiers saw the warriors of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sheathe their sabers and take the carbines from their backs. Black muzzles pointed at the Beiyang cavalrymen.

"Beiyang brothers, you have done your best. Surrender now. We, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, treat captives well!" someone shouted.

The Beiyang soldiers holding sabers looked at each other in blank dismay. The number of men still on horseback had dropped from nearly two thousand at the start to less than five hundred now. As long as the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fired a volley, the lives of the Beiyang cavalrymen would end right here. The vast majority of Beiyang soldiers had already lowered the sabers in their hands; even the diehards dared not initiate an attack.

Just then, the unique roar of galloping horses came from the east. Joy appeared on the faces of the Beiyang soldiers; it seemed the other route of Beiyang troops attacking from the flank had arrived nearby. However, this look of great joy immediately vanished cleanly. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army prepared to meet the enemy, how would they deal with themselves? They would definitely kill them all first to prevent future trouble as much as possible. Those who had just lowered their sabers nervously, or even desperately, gripped their hilts again and raised their weapons.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made no move; they just waited quietly right there. Amidst the sound of increasingly approaching horse hooves, the sound of dense light machine gun fire suddenly rang out. That feeling of ten thousand horses galloping instantly changed its tune. As if waiting for this turn of events, the few hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalrymen who had remained on the hilltop spurred their mounts and galloped towards the east.

Although the sound of gunshots was very different from heavy machine guns, Sun Yongsheng still understood what had happened from the continuous firing. Years ago, he had escaped with his life from a machine gun position. Those dense bullets, like a rainstorm, like flying locusts, were a nightmare Sun Yongsheng would never forget. He never expected that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could set up this kind of death trap in such a short time. He expected even less that the Beiyang Army would so foolishly rush into the death trap. Indescribable regret and the immense pain brought by regret completely swallowed Sun Yongsheng.

Time passed second by second. The anxious Beiyang soldiers did not know how long had passed. It seemed like years, yet also like an instant. When the crisp, continuous sounds in the distance, dense as popping beans, finally subsided, not long after, a team of cavalry came galloping over. They shouted: "We have completely crushed the enemy in the east! We are victorious!"

The encirclement formation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army only stirred slightly; every warrior's muzzle was still pointed at the surrounded Beiyang troops. The person who had shouted earlier continued to shout: "Brothers of the Beiyang Army, you have no reinforcements left. Surrender now! We treat captives well!"

The Beiyang soldiers knew this wasn't a lie. They lowered their arms one after another, and the weapons in their hands pointed at the ground again.

In a surge of immense despair, a self-destructive impulse boiled in Sun Yongsheng's chest. He shouted with all his might: "Brothers, let's fight it out with the People's Party!"

Completely contrary to usual times when one call would get a hundred responses, this time no one in the Beiyang Army responded to Sun Yongsheng's shout. The battlefield was already covered with corpses. The groans of soldiers who were heavily wounded but not dead, and the neighing of horses, had been constantly entering the ears of the Beiyang cavalrymen since they were surrounded. Since they couldn't beat the People's Party across from them on their own, and the reinforcements were also completely wiped out, defeat was already set in stone. No one was willing to lose their lives for this meaningless bloody nature.

Seeing no one respond to him, Sun Yongsheng's arrogance quickly disappeared. As a survivor of a narrow escape, as a person saved from the line of death by the doctors of the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng understood that as long as he laid down his weapons, there was a way to live.

The standoff continued; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not idle either. Machine gun and mortar positions began to be set up. The cavalry began to retreat team by team. Now there was no need to engage in melee combat anymore. Automatic weapons alone could eventually finish off all the Beiyang soldiers.

"Commander Sun, let's surrender, shall we? The lives of so many brothers are all in your single thought!" a nearby officer couldn't help but advise in a low voice, his voice containing not just fear, but even a sobbing tone. Even seeing the light machine guns of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for the first time, they knew these weapons were much fiercer than rifles.

Sun Yongsheng actually wanted to agree to this request from his subordinate, but he just couldn't open his mouth to speak of surrender. Being captured last time, Sun Yongsheng could say it was poor command by Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. In the current situation, the highest commander of the Beiyang Army was Sun Yongsheng himself.

The machine gun and artillery positions had been set up by this time. Pang Zi drew his military saber and ordered someone to shout again. "Beiyang brothers, we admire your backbone. But at this point, why should everyone throw away their lives in vain? We say it one more time: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives well. You don't need to worry about being mistreated. Look at your Brigade Commander Sun Yongsheng; he was once a captive of our People's Party. Isn't he perfectly fine now?"

After the last speech was shouted, Pang Zi looked at his watch. He whispered to the comrade beside him, "Wait another ten minutes. After ten minutes, no need to speak anymore, just wipe them out!"

The distance between the positions was extremely limited. In the blink of an eye, the message was conveyed to every machine gun position and artillery position. The cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army continued to withdraw. After the machine gun strafing and shelling ended, the cavalry would wipe out the Beiyang Army with a final charge.

Everyone was a soldier and naturally wouldn't misunderstand such murderous actions. Pang Zi only waited eight minutes before seeing a Beiyang soldier ride forward, shouting as he ran: "Commander, don't shoot! I surrender."

With someone taking the lead, a large group of Beiyang soldiers who didn't want to die immediately followed behind. These people were surrendering sincerely; none of them dared to speed up their horses. Although Pang Zi wasn't too sure in his heart, the speed of these horses was far from reaching the level where Pang Zi would order strafing.

Cavalrymen went up to make the Beiyang soldiers dismount and disarm. Not long after, only Sun Yongsheng and a very few others remained in the very center of the encirclement. Sun Yongsheng was Chen Ke's relative after all; if he had been killed in battle, that would be one thing. Under the current circumstances, it was really hard for Pang Zi to give the order to send Sun Yongsheng to be buried with Beiyang. Finally, a squad of warriors went up. The comrades pointed their guns at Sun Yongsheng and the others, whose faces were ashen, and disarmed them.

Having resolved the Beiyang Army cavalry, Pang Zi ordered the main force to transport the wounded and escort the captives and gathered horses back to camp. He himself took a reconnaissance company and continued north. The battlefield was less than twenty *li* from the southern city wall of Beijing. It took only half an hour or so for the group to arrive outside the city.

Arriving at the foot of Beijing city as a military commander was the third time for Pang Zi. A few years ago, he led "bandits" to bloodbath the Manchu Qing forces in Beijing; at that time, the Beiyang "friendly forces" were the current masters of Beijing. Even earlier, fifteen years ago, Pang Zi, as a member of the Boxers, fought a bloody battle with foreigners in Beijing. This great city gave Pang Zi the most memories of blood and fire warfare. And this time, Pang Zi was going to bring more bloodshed and sacrifice to Beijing.

In his binoculars, Pang Zi clearly saw that his group had brought quite a shock to the defenders on top of the Beijing city wall. Many people were running, and panic was constantly spreading on the city wall.

"Run around the city wall for a while, and fly the captured Beiyang Army military flags too!" Pang Zi ordered.

The cavalry began to gallop outside the city. The red military flags of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the blue military flags of the Beiyang Army presented a considerable visual contrast. After running for a while, the city gate opened, and a team of Beiyang troops chased out. Pang Zi ordered the Beiyang Army military flags to be planted in the ground, and led the comrades to begin retreating.

The news that a Beiyang cavalry brigade had been completely wiped out outside Beijing soon reached the Ministry of the Army. This news was immediately subjected to a strict blockade. It wasn't just the news that was blockaded; Beijing was under comprehensive military control. All troops went to the front line, and even more Beiyang soldiers went up onto the city walls, which were already guarded extremely strictly.

Beijing was a big city. Just deploying defenses on the city walls required a force of over fifty thousand men. Adding the defenses at other vital locations, using all ten thousand men of the First Army was still slightly insufficient. Someone suggested transferring the Second Army back to defend as well, but Wang Shizhen immediately refused. The principle of mutual support (horns arrangement) was a basic tenet of city defense. If everyone was blocked inside the city, Beijing would become a dead place.

The Beiyang Army was deploying defenses, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not idle at all. Troops sortied towards vital areas around Beijing. Since they had resolved the Second Army's cavalry, the cavalry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army turned out in full force. Cutting telephone lines. Cutting railways.

The 38th Army and 50th Army had arrived by this time. While pinning down the Second Army outside the city, various units began to capture vital areas outside Beijing.

On August 2nd, Xiangshan, the Canal, and other places were quickly occupied by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. On August 3rd, a simple airfield was quickly paved, and the Air Force transferred to outside Beijing. The first to suffer was the Second Army in Tongzhou. The Air Force's incendiary bombs ignited the Second Army's barracks. Because they had never seen it before, and even less expected that arson could be committed from the sky downwards, the Beiyang Army's Second Army barracks quickly fell into flames. The fire even detonated a munitions depot of the Second Army; the violent explosion formed a mushroom cloud dozens of meters high. From the top of the Beijing city wall, one could clearly feel the violent shaking and even more clearly see that terrible thick cloud.

While the Beiyang Army was panic-stricken, Pu Guanshui, who also felt surprised, immediately organized troops to launch an attack. Starting from noon on August 3rd, by August 4th, the main force of the Beiyang Second Army, including the army headquarters, was completely wiped out. Under panic-stricken conditions, the remnants used flesh and blood to wade open the minefields and fled back into Beijing city.

During the fierce battle, the Beiyang troops inside the city actually tried to leave the city to rescue them. As a result, they suffered heavy casualties in front of the bounding mines heavily deployed in the minefields and had to turtle back into the city. By August 5th, except for the Jundu Path in Changping which was still under Beiyang Army control, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had completely blockaded Beijing city relying on minefields and trenches.

According to the latest intelligence brought by the Air Force, by the night of August 4th, the Beiyang Army in Shandong and southern Hebei had still failed to make any decision, and the main forces were still in a dilemma. This was naturally good news. As long as the Beiyang troops did not frantically return to rescue regardless of everything, the 44th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army [had already defeated?] Beiyang and took over the defense of Tianjin from the 38th Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had at least five days to freely attack Beijing.

Pu Guanshui naturally knew that Chen Ke was no wizard, nor did he know magic. But when facing Beijing, Pu Guanshui really hoped that Chen Ke really had some magic. Ever since *The Life of Yuan Shikai* was dropped into Beijing, Pu Guanshui had been looking forward to Yuan Shikai returning to heaven (dying) sooner. As long as this core figure of Beijing died now, Beijing city would be much easier to fight. Thoughts were thoughts; Pu Guanshui still continued to prepare for the siege battle without hesitation.

Inside Beijing city, there were no signs of panic now. After strict military control was implemented, anyone without a travel pass was forbidden to go out. Heads of unlucky bastards who violated military control were hung on street corners everywhere. The lively and crowded roads were now much more convenient for passage. However, Zheng Wenjie did not think this brief "good order" could prove Beiyang's strength. Seeing those heads at the street intersections, Zheng Wenjie felt a heavy pressure.

Zheng Wenjie had thought that the atmosphere before annihilation should be one of righteous indignation, or at least tragic heroism. But everything before his eyes only made Zheng Wenjie feel a death-like depression. As an official of the Ministry of the Army's Intelligence Department, almost all news had to pass through him. Less than a month ago, when Beiyang made the decision to fight to the death, the war situation was definitely not optimistic. Even so, the extent of the losses back then was still within Zheng Wenjie's tolerance. Even if tens of thousands of casualties occurred in battle, compared to the million-strong Beiyang multitude, it counted as nothing at all. On paper, it was just one percent.

When the million-strong Beiyang Army went south, the feeling in Zheng Wenjie's heart was not panic or fear. On the contrary, he even felt a kind of pride in being part of the Beiyang Army. Even though he had become a traitor, Zheng Wenjie did not have the ability to participate in formulating military plans to harm the Beiyang Army. All combat deployments and military arrangements—the Beiyang Army's goal was without exception to pursue victory. Unleashing a troop advantage several times that of the People's Party to fiercely attack military targets in Hebei and Shandong was by no means a reckless plan.

Just as the Beiyang Army was striving to pursue victory, the news flooding in was without exception that the Beiyang Army had suffered serious defeats. From one defeat to another even greater defeat. From defeats hundreds of *li* away to the current defeat at the foot of Beijing city. Now intelligence was completely interrupted. The latest rumor inside the Ministry of the Army was that the People's Party had powerful forces and had completely annihilated the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong. Because he was a traitor, Zheng Wenjie actually had more news. Based on what he understood and deduced, the Beiyang Army in Shandong and Hebei should not have been annihilated.

At this moment, even if he said so, his colleagues would only think Zheng Wenjie was desperately clutching at straws. This actually made Zheng Wenjie feel much more relaxed. He spread "news favorable to Beiyang" everywhere, which served as an excellent cover for Zheng Wenjie's identity. After all, at this point, no one would believe that a person like Zheng Wenjie who worked so hard to boost morale would be a traitor.

What made the Beiyang ranks most panicked right now was not the news of the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong; the news of Yuan Shikai falling ill made the Beiyang ranks feel indescribable fear at this critical juncture. They could not imagine what would happen to Beiyang if Yuan Shikai died at this time.

So the Beiyang ranks, who originally tried to collect *The Life of Yuan Shikai* dropped from the air by People's Party planes with the bored mindset of onlookers, now mostly burned the documents they had obtained like driving away the god of plague. It wasn't how much they loved and respected Yuan Shikai; it was just that at this point, doing so could make them feel a bit better.
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"Brother Zheng, is there any news about the Great President?" a colleague asked in a low voice.

"The Great President has heaven's blessing, surely he is fine," Zheng Wenjie said ambiguously. Although there was a look of anxiety on his face, Zheng Wenjie felt great contempt for the colleague in front of him. This person had always only cared about making money and never cared about Yuan Shikai's life or death. Acting so anxious now was truly ridiculous.

"Heaven's blessing, yes, yes. The Great President indeed has heaven's blessing!" Zheng Wenjie's colleague nodded repeatedly.

Watching his colleague leave, Zheng Wenjie's gaze couldn't help but fall on the People's Party intelligence agent in the Ministry of Army's Intelligence Department. The agent looked as usual, silent and burying his head in work. If it were ordinary times, this would be nothing, but amidst the panic in the Ministry of Army now, this gentleman appeared quite unique. Looking at the People's Party man, and then looking at the Beiyang bunch, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but feel dejected.

Withdrawing his thoughts, Zheng Wenjie began to organize documents. Even though Beiyang was currently turtle-shelled inside Beijing city, the paperwork and intelligence seemed to be even more than before. The various armies defending the city were unwilling to come to the Ministry of Army to be scolded, so communication relied on documents. Only at this time did they know to ask for instructions on everything; Zheng Wenjie felt exceptionally dejected.

"Liu Yong, come here for a moment!" Wang Shizhen's personal guard shouted at the door of the Intelligence Department. The People's Party intelligence agent had the common name "Liu Yong". Zheng Wenjie didn't know if this was a real name or a fake one. However, because Liu Yong had been steady in his work these days, he was quite favored by Wang Shizhen. Even knowing this little inside information, every time Wang Shizhen summoned Liu Yong to do something, Zheng Wenjie felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart.

Liu Yong stood up and followed Wang Shizhen's personal guard into Wang Shizhen's office. From receiving the news of the Beiyang Army's crushing defeat in Shandong to now, it had only been ten days, but Wang Shizhen's originally graying hair had turned almost completely white. The wrinkles on his face looked as if they had been carved by a knife, and his originally extremely aged appearance looked ten years older.

"Liu Yong, take this hand order to the Second Army Commander Lu Jin," Wang Shizhen ordered.

Liu Yong took the document but did not leave. He asked calmly, "Duke Wang, are you not going to visit the Great President today? I heard the Great President has been in a coma for two days."

"Sigh..." Wang Shizhen sighed slightly, but this depression only lasted for a moment. Wang Shizhen immediately stared at Liu Yong alertly and asked sternly, "Who told you this?"

"I am an intelligence agent for the People's Party. This news was not obtained from Beiyang sources," Liu Yong answered straightforwardly.

At this moment, only Wang Shizhen and his personal guard were in the room. Hearing Liu Yong admit his background, the personal guard immediately drew the pistol from his waist. But Liu Yong was unmoved. He smiled and said, "Can we wait for me to finish speaking before this brother takes action?"

The personal guard was stunned. He hadn't expected Liu Yong to be so bold. Wang Shizhen, however, was not as agitated as his guard. He looked Liu Yong up and down and sneered, "Liu Yong, you really have guts."

"Let's close the door to talk," Liu Yong suggested.

Wang Shizhen's chest rose and fell slightly. If the situation hadn't reached this point, and if Liu Yong hadn't clearly stated Yuan Shikai's physical condition, Wang Shizhen would not have wanted to say a word to Liu Yong at all. But right now, what Wang Shizhen needed most was intelligence, especially intelligence on the People's Party. For Liu Yong to admit his identity, presumably the People's Party did have something to say to Wang Shizhen.

"Yu Zhu, go guard the door," Wang Shizhen ordered.

The personal guard was naturally unwilling to do so, but after Wang Shizhen ordered again, Wang Yuzhu obeyed.

Liu Yong stood steadily in front of Wang Shizhen and said, "Duke Wang, this time I am ordered to lobby you on a matter. You know, the establishment of the National Library, the National Museum, and the National Archives were all initially proposed by our People's Party Chairman Chen. What we Chinese worship is not gods, not the afterlife, but our history. The Grand Historian wrote the Records of the Grand Historian, leaving a name in history. In Wen Tianxiang's 'Song of Righteousness', it mentions 'In Qi, the Grand Historian's bamboo slips'. Qi perished over a thousand years ago. We can no longer verify the surname of that Qi Grand Historian. But not only do we know their deeds thousands of years later, but in another thousand years, another ten thousand years, as long as China still exists, their reputation and words, the history they wrote and recorded will continue to be passed down."

Wang Shizhen listened quietly. Although he was greatly surprised by these words, he had already guessed somewhat what news Liu Yong brought.

"Duke Wang, the destruction of Beiyang is close at hand. Even if we, the People's Party, win, we cannot exist for thousands of generations. This does not conform to historical laws. However, China's cultural relics and classics have the potential to be passed down for thousands and ten thousands of years. Therefore, our Chairman Chen asked me to petition you. We don't care about the gold, silver, and treasures in Beijing city. If the day comes when the city is broken, we beg Duke Wang to protect the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. We are going to transform this Imperial Palace into the Palace Museum in the future. This is China's cultural wealth. We dare not ask Duke Wang to surrender to our People's Party. But as long as Duke Wang can protect China's cultural relics and classics, Chairman Chen guarantees not to treat Duke Wang as a war criminal. Furthermore, in the future, when stone tablets are erected at the entrances of the National Library, National Museum, National Archives, and Palace Museum to introduce their history, Duke Wang's contributions will definitely be engraved on them. As long as China does not perish, Duke Wang's contributions will definitely be passed down for thousands of years."

Although he had never thought about leaving a name in history, especially in the current situation where leaving a name as a defeated general was a joke, Wang Shizhen was still shocked internally after hearing the news Liu Yong brought. As an intelligence agent, Liu Yong's role in the Ministry of Army was significant right now. The People's Party wouldn't willingly discard such an important agent. Now that they had done so, and not to persuade surrender or conduct an assassination, but for the sake of cultural relics and classics, Wang Shizhen couldn't help but feel the People's Party's sincerity.

However, once he agreed to the People's Party's conditions, Wang Shizhen would inevitably become a traitor to Beiyang. For Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had gone against his heart to become a traitor to the Manchu Qing once. Once a person stepped on the path of a traitor, did they have to continue walking down it? Was this a kind of retribution? Wang Shizhen thought painfully.

Liu Yong did not push, but just waited quietly. Even though Wang Shizhen usually looked composed, the look of pain and anxiety finally appeared uncontrollably on his face. After a while, Wang Shizhen asked, "What if I don't agree?"

"If Duke Wang doesn't agree, or agrees but doesn't do it, let's not talk about the fate of the cultural relics and classics, I will definitely not survive. Chairman Chen did guarantee to me that if that happens, the outcome for the Wang family members in Niujiazhuang, Zhending, Zhili will not be too good. And among the common people at the East Gate of the city, there will also be some disturbances. More importantly, those robbing things will definitely be Beiyang soldiers. Duke Wang knows that our People's Party treats prisoners of war well. However, for those who harm the common people, our People's Party will absolutely not let them off. At that time, I'm afraid these hundred thousand Beiyang brothers won't survive. So Duke Wang, even for the sake of these Beiyang brothers, please put the country first."

Liu Yong spoke simply and directly, but Wang Shizhen's face couldn't help twitching a few times. Niujiazhuang in Zhending was Wang Shizhen's ancestral home, and outside the East Gate was once the residence of Wang Shizhen and his aunt. Chen Ke was implicitly threatening Wang Shizhen with "implicating his family". As for shooting the looting Beiyang troops, Wang Shizhen naturally knew under what name the People's Party massacred the old upper class everywhere. This tyrannical and shameless image surprisingly matched Chen Ke very well in Wang Shizhen's heart.

Wang Shizhen himself was a talent. He had long known that for those who did things, no matter what they did, whether they succeeded or failed, others' evaluations would be malicious criticism. Unlike other Beiyang generals, Wang Shizhen did not care about so-called vanity. Wang Shizhen felt that Chen Ke was also such a person. If he couldn't kill one to warn a hundred, Chen Ke's plan to protect the cultural relics and classics probably couldn't be implemented at all.

Four days ago, when Yuan Shikai learned the news of the cavalry brigade's destruction outside Beijing, he fainted from anger. He had just woken up when he learned that the Second Army was almost completely wiped out. This time, Yuan Shikai dragged his sick body and worked sleeplessly for a day. At around 4 a.m., Yuan Shikai fainted again and hadn't woken up since. Everyone up and down now linked Yuan Shikai's illness with Cixi's death back then. The generals were all trembling with fear; how could they have the mind to fight the People's Party?

Originally, with Yuan Shikai critically ill, even a bad plan would be to quickly select a successor. The problem was that no one was willing to come out now. If Yuan Shikai recovered, the temporary successor would definitely not have a good end. If Yuan Shikai died just like this, the one who took over would also not have a good end.

Beiyang was said to be a civilian government, but those who could really command were the major warlords. Xu Shichang, as the Premier of the Cabinet, was second only to Yuan Shikai in status. In fact, he had no possibility of taking power. Among the Beiyang generals, Wang Shizhen was regarded as the leader. Wang Shizhen originally didn't want the position; he continued to be an official merely out of loyalty to Yuan Shikai. He was truly annoyed by this. Especially Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, who ignored political and military affairs all day and ran to various legations to beg foreign troops stationed in Beijing to send troops. This behavior made Wang Shizhen feel disgust and anger from the bottom of his heart.

What Liu Yong said had nothing to do with status, but Wang Shizhen saw another choice. If Yuan Shikai was gone, and Wang Shizhen could make peace with the People's Party, or at least surrender with dignity, Beijing could be saved, and the lives of the Beiyang brothers could also be saved. Wang Shizhen felt that this would be fulfilling his obligations to Yuan Shikai and his Beiyang comrades.

Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen said coldly to Liu Yong, "Go sit outside for now."

Zheng Wenjie naturally didn't know what had happened. He couldn't ask Liu Yong, nor did he want to. All questions could only be buried in his heart. It was wartime now, but the officers only took turns on duty, or rather, those who should slip away still slipped away home. If the People's Party hadn't completely blockaded Beijing, it was unknown if a significant number of officers would have slipped out of Beijing with their families.

In the afternoon, Zheng Wenjie prepared to go home for dinner. He saw Qian Dingchu, with whom he usually had a good relationship, come over and whisper, "Old Zheng, let's go drink tonight."

"Drink?" Zheng Wenjie almost cursed out loud. Was there still a mood to drink at a time like this? But on second thought, being able to drink right now wasn't bad. Zheng Wenjie asked in a low voice, "Where to drink?"

"Just follow me," Qian Dingchu answered in a low voice.

There were others going too, specifically Qian Dingchu's brother-in-law, Li Wendao. The three didn't change clothes; they just got into a car and went straight towards the Eight Great Hutongs. Naturally, drinking and visiting prostitutes were forbidden after martial law. The Eight Great Hutongs looked extremely desolate from the outside. They got off the car in a secluded place and entered a small door. After walking through twists and turns for a while, a scene of singing and dancing suddenly appeared before Zheng Wenjie's eyes. The main gates of the houses in the Eight Great Hutongs were naturally closed, and the windows were shut. But inside, they were receiving guests and operating normally. Moreover, many of those gorging themselves and playing with women inside were wearing military uniforms.

At present, Beijing's food supply was quite tight, and even many official departments didn't have good food. On the contrary, inside these Eight Great Hutongs, the aroma of wine overflowed, and meat filled the tables. Zheng Wenjie couldn't help but sigh. The people in military uniforms were gorging themselves and taking liberties with the brothel women; Zheng Wenjie and the others didn't stand out at all in there. Qian Dingchu took the other two into a private room. After closing the door, he opened the window a little for ventilation. The wine and food were already set out, but the host hadn't arrived.

After waiting for a moment, a person came in from outside, wearing an ordinary Western suit, looking surprisingly like an official. The man was over fifty, with graying hair and a demeanor that wasn't frivolous. He didn't look like someone who would come here to lead a befuddled life. Qian Dingchu hurriedly stood up to introduce him to Zheng Wenjie, "This is Lord He Ruming from the Ministry of Civil Affairs."

Zheng Wenjie was startled. He Ruming was Chen Ke's father-in-law. Although Yuan Shikai had never indicated he would do anything to He Ruming, for He Ruming to dare to be so active at this time, it definitely wasn't for something small.

He Ruming greeted and chatted with everyone politely. They didn't call for women to come in. After drinking a few cups, He Ruming said, "Gentlemen, I am preparing to do something, but it is inconvenient to travel after martial law. I would like to ask you gentlemen to do me a favor and provide some travel passes. I hope you brothers can be lenient."

Qian Dingchu had just stuffed a meatball into his mouth. Hearing He Ruming say this, he chewed and said, "Lord He, it's not that brothers won't help. If it were normal times, what travel pass couldn't we issue? It's just that the situation is like this now, this matter is indeed difficult."

He Ruming smiled and said, "Brother Qian says it's difficult, then it seems I found the right person. If you said it wasn't difficult, then you would surely be tricking me. If joints need to be greased, Brother Qian just say it. I, He Ruming, will definitely not make it difficult for Brother Qian."

Seeing He Ruming being so sensible, Qian Dingchu chewed the meatball and laughed with an ugly expression. Zheng Wenjie knew that Qian Dingchu dragging him along wasn't necessarily out of malice. Since they could eat and drink like this, bringing one of their own to mooch a meal was just mooching a meal. Not to mention there would definitely be more happiness later.

Zheng Wenjie was just wondering, what exactly was He Ruming planning to do at this time? Would he do something detrimental to Beiyang?

However, Qian Dingchu didn't seem to care about this at all. The meatball in his mouth hadn't been swallowed yet, and he used his left hand to lift the wine cup to wash the food down his throat, then picked up a piece of strip meat and started chewing. The whole person was completely immersed in enjoyment.
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Chapter 114: Collapse (2)

When he left, the sky had not yet turned completely dark. He Ruming had spent over a hundred taels of silver on food, drink, and girls, and stuffed another five hundred taels in bank notes, finally obtaining the pass he wanted. He Ruming looked down considerably on Qian Dingchu's drunken, dream-like state. On the other hand, the silent Zheng Wenjie surprised He Ruming somewhat. If it were in the past, with a guy like Zheng Wenjie around, He Ruming would never have made his request so bluntly. But that was the past; the current situation was that Beiyang had effectively collapsed.

This government, huddled in Beijing and supposedly national in scope, had now become a group of cowards who only knew how to shiver. That high-ranking Beiyang military officers could issue a pass to He Ruming in such a situation proved their attitude toward the future even more.

As a mid-level official of the Beiyang government, He Ruming should have felt grief, hesitation, and even despair before the collapse. However, he now had more important things in his heart. Ever since he was thrown into death row by the Manchu Qing government and nearly had his whole family beheaded, and then released, people coming to visit and give gifts—because of his son-in-law Chen Ke—had been, if not an endless stream, at least bringing considerable gift money. He Ruming had thoroughly seen through things; life and death were fated. The only thing he could do was to take responsibility for his loved ones.

Leaving the Eight Great Hutongs, He Ruming got into the carriage borrowed from the government and headed straight for the south of the city. Parking outside a residence, He Ruming got out openly and knocked on the door. Servants brought out large and small bags of things from the back.

The south of the city was Beijing's poor district. This residence couldn't be called luxurious, but it wasn't something the poor of the south city could afford either. When the door opened, Fourth Master Chang stuck his head out. Seeing He Ruming, Fourth Master Chang was startled. "Lord He, why have you come?" After saying this, Fourth Master Chang glanced at the troops standing guard at the street corner not far away and hurriedly invited He Ruming inside.

"Councilor Chang, have you been well recently?" He Ruming asked with a smile as he walked.

"Lord He, don't make fun of me," Fourth Master Chang laughed. Quite a few people lived in this residence, especially many children. The bags in the hands of the servants following He Ruming contained a lot of food; the smell of meat, vegetables, and steamed buns made the little guys stare at the bags, unable to move their eyes away. Some little guys couldn't help but put their fingers in their mouths. A few little guys couldn't help but cry, "Mom, I'm hungry, I want to eat."

Fourth Master Chang stopped and looked at He Ruming with a troubled expression. He Ruming smiled, "These were gifts brought for Councilor Chang originally. Fourth Master Chang, how you want to dispose of them is up to you."

"Lord He, these people are all from our carting guild. You have saved lives; the adults and children have been hungry for two days," Fourth Master Chang said excitedly.

"Then Councilor Chang, you go ahead," He Ruming smiled.

Fourth Master Chang didn't say much more. He first led He Ruming's servants to distribute the food to everyone, and then asked people to help the servants move the rice and white flour from the carriage inside and distribute it to everyone. Amidst a chorus of thousands of thanks and the laughter of children, Fourth Master Chang first let these people from his carting guild go back to their rooms to eat. Only when the courtyard was quieter did he enter his own inner room.

He Ruming had brought his own wine and food. The servants had already set it up and then retreated to guard the door. He Ruming and Fourth Master Chang sat opposite each other. After drinking a cup of wine first, He Ruming asked, "Councilor Chang's carts haven't been returned yet?"

Fourth Master Chang sighed, "Lord He, if it were before, if you came to my place, even if you whipped me, spat in my face and called me useless, I would still have to kneel and beg for your help. But in this current situation, I've accepted it. People have three years of good luck and three years of bad luck. Right now, I only hope the war ends quickly so I can start over."

He Ruming appreciated Fourth Master Chang's attitude. If it were someone else, let alone what they thought in their hearts, they at least couldn't say such spineless words. A few years ago, Fourth Master Chang started a carting guild and established a loan relationship with the bank. Fourth Master Chang dared to act, and with many connections, he built up a huge carting guild in one or two years. He also imported diesel engines from the People's Party and established a tractor brigade. This was like trading a bird gun for a cannon; he made a fortune in short- and medium-distance transport.

It was unlikely for the bank officials to come out and do business personally. Fourth Master Chang had a reputation for good character in the capital. So some people from the bank invested in Fourth Master Chang, and the business grew bigger and bigger. Fourth Master Chang wasn't stupid; in the local elections, relying on the help of these people, he got the status of a local councilor.

These good days weren't interrupted even when the People's Party withdrew from Beiyang territory and Beiyang expanded its army significantly. On the contrary, with the tractor brigade, Fourth Master Chang's business prospered. It wasn't until Yuan Kewen led the "Model Regiment" to rectify Beijing's "economic order" that Fourth Master Chang ran into bad luck.

First, the tractor brigade was "requisitioned," and then Fourth Master Chang's carting guild was forcibly closed because of "economic crimes" and hoarding. The evidence was the more than six hundred bags of flour found in Fourth Master Chang's carting guild. Fourth Master Chang ran transport; how could he not know the recent situation? These two hundred-plus bags of flour were prepared to pay wages to the people in the carting guild. How would Yuan Kewen care about any explanation? These bags of flour became ironclad evidence. If not for the status of "local councilor" and someone speaking for Fourth Master Chang behind the scenes, Fourth Master Chang would have been in jail by now.

Even suffering such a great disaster, Fourth Master Chang never blamed heaven or others, nor did he frantically look for help like a headless fly. This couldn't help but make He Ruming feel quite admiring. Of course, without such admiration, He Ruming wouldn't have sought Fourth Master Chang to do things.

After drinking two more cups of wine, He Ruming said, "Fourth Master Chang, I came this time because you know many brothers on the road. I want to ask you to help me find a few people who can climb walls and open a big gate."

If it were a few years ago, this request would certainly have surprised Fourth Master Chang greatly. Now hearing He Ruming's request, Fourth Master Chang didn't even blink an eyebrow. "Lord He, I'm afraid these people are hard to find. Many capable ones have gone to join the army. There aren't many eating this kind of rice in Beijing city anymore. Moreover, at this time, the brothers' asking price is inevitably too high."

"I don't think a high asking price is necessarily true. And those who can still eat this kind of rice now are truly capable. With capability, the price they want will definitely not be cheap. I need such people in the next two days; Fourth Master Chang can go find them." After speaking, he put a pass in front of Fourth Master Chang.

Fourth Master Chang put down his chopsticks; it seemed he was still struggling quite a bit in his heart. After a while, he said, "Lord He, I shouldn't ask what this matter is for. But I, Old Chang, have never done anything against my conscience. You looking for this kind of person at this time, I..."

He Ruming said seriously, "Fourth Master Chang, I, He Ruming, neither steal nor rob. But I have an enemy. If I don't find him now to clarify some things, I'm afraid I won't have a chance to find him after the city breaks."

These words clearly didn't move Fourth Master Chang. He Ruming simply said straightforwardly, "Fourth Master Chang, Chen Ke is my son-in-law; everyone knows that. If the People's Party can take Beijing, as long as I can help seek justice for Fourth Master Chang, I, He Ruming, will definitely do my best."

Hearing this, Fourth Master Chang knew he couldn't refuse He Ruming. Regardless of what he said with his mouth or admitted in his heart, if he could get back his carting guild, or even get back a part of his vehicles, Fourth Master Chang felt this favor had to be helped. As for what He Ruming wanted to use these people for, Fourth Master Chang didn't care at all. In such a chaotic world, Beiyang was about to finish. What was there that couldn't be done?

Putting away the pass, Fourth Master Chang said, "Lord He, if you are not busy tonight, we might as well go see two people."

Late at night two days later, He Ruming took three cars out of the main gate. After traveling for a while, He Ruming and a dozen people got out of the cars and began to walk. Relying on the Beiyang pass and the guidance of officers, they appeared at the back door of Sun Yongsheng's house. The patrolling troops had been transferred away for some reason. The surroundings of the Sun family were silent.

The two brothers introduced by Fourth Master Chang were extremely agile. They quietly flipped over the courtyard wall and gently opened the back door. He Ruming and a few others sneaked in and closed the door. Relying on the exquisite skills of these two brothers, the door latch was silently opened. He Ruming's subordinate made a gesture, suddenly turned on the flashlight, and rushed in. A moment later, the Sun family was under control.

Quilts and mattresses were hung on the windows and doors, and the lights in the room were finally lit.

Sun Yongsheng's parents, brother, nieces, and nephews, the whole family was there. He Ruming's subordinates were extremely ruthless; the adults had bloodstains on their heads and faces. Everyone was gagged, tied up, and piled on the ground. He Ruming sat by the table, looking down at the Sun family.

"Grandpa Sun, it's been a long time," He Ruming said through gritted teeth, revealing a fierce light in his eyes unknowingly.

The Sun family all knew He Ruming. Since He Ruming was released, the He family had sent people to inquire about He Qian's matter. Since then, the two families had no more dealings. The Sun family never expected that the in-laws of Sun and He would reunite in this way.

"I came this time for two things. The first thing is to tell you that I want to take my sister's ashes away. Our He family member is still our He family member; from now on, she is no longer a member of your Sun family." After He Ruming finished saying what he had wanted to say for a long time, he could no longer suppress his agitated emotions. He closed his eyes with rapid breathing, and it took a good while to calm his emotions slightly.

"The second thing, I want to ask... I want to ask clearly, how exactly did my sister die." He Ruming had said this sentence countless times in his heart through gritted teeth, but when he really said it in front of his great enemy, He Ruming's throat choked up. He wanted to understand the sequence of events more than anyone else, but he suddenly felt that he was afraid to hear the truth of the matter. After all, it was He Ruming himself who decided to marry his sister to the Sun family.

Even knowing that He Ruming absolutely didn't break in with good intentions, hearing this question, the adults of the Sun family showed fear on their faces. Their mouths were gagged, but they tried their best to shout.

"People are like bitter worms; they won't do without beating. Take these little ones and the servants out. Leave Grandpa Sun, Grandma Sun, and these two Young Master and Young Mistress of the Sun family," He Ruming ordered.

After his subordinates followed orders, two other subordinates of He Ruming pulled Sun Yongsheng's brother up, forcibly pressed his arm on the table, pulled out the iron rod at their waist, and smashed it down. Although his mouth was firmly stuffed with cloth and strangled with hemp rope, Sun Yongsheng's brother still let out a not-too-small sound under the severe pain. Several big men held him down firmly so he didn't struggle free. And Sun Yongsheng's brother's hand curled into a ball like a chicken claw, and several smashed fingers were twisted and curled up strangely.

He Ruming lowered his head with great pleasure and asked Grandpa Sun, "Grandpa Sun, do you want to continue watching, or tell me how our sister died? Your young master has plenty of bones on his body. We have this whole night; we can break these bones slowly."

Grandpa Sun's eyes almost turned blood red. The old man emitted an indescribable spirit, which made He Ruming find him more and more unsightly. He got up and kicked Grandpa Sun in the head. Under this kick, Grandpa Sun's head hit the ground heavily.

He Ruming didn't care too much. He said coldly, "My sister was definitely killed by you. Even if you don't tell the truth, you don't have to think about living. If I can't find out the reason today, I don't care. Your Sun family, young and old, will all pay for my sister's life. If you tell the truth, I will release those little ones."

Grandma Sun was still calm. Hearing He Ruming's clear words, she tried hard to make a sound. It wasn't an effort to call for help, but an effort to express something.

"Let her speak," He Ruming ordered.

The cloth ball was taken out of her mouth. Grandma Sun panted for a moment before saying with difficulty, "He Ruming, do your words just now count? Do you, do you dare to swear a poisonous oath?"

He Ruming sneered, "Now you are willing to tell the truth? Fine, heaven above, as long as the Sun family tells me the truth, if I, He Ruming, still want to kill those two children of the Sun family, I, He Ruming, will die a bad death and go to the Tongue-Plucking Hell after death."

Old Mrs. Sun didn't believe this. She gasped and said, "Who believes this? Swear on my daughter-in-law Sun Qian."

The muscles on He Ruming's face immediately stiffened. Fire seemed to spew from his eyes, and his teeth creaked. However, He Ruming still squeezed out the oath from between his teeth, "If I don't keep this oath, the Sun family's daughter-in-law, Sun-He, will not rest in peace underground!"

Old Mrs. Sun actually had no other way. Since He Ruming dared to do this, he would naturally not let the Sun family go. Now the People's Party had surrounded Beijing like an iron barrel outside the city. And Sun Yongsheng's life or death outside Beijing city was unknown. What did killing a few people inside Beijing city count for? No one would really handle this case at all. And after the fall of Beiyang, who would dare to touch the father-in-law of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke? Even if she didn't believe He Ruming's oath, Old Mrs. Sun had to make a final effort. At least the Sun family couldn't be without descendants.

After hesitating for a moment, looking at the several masked big men pointing daggers and steel knives at her, Old Mrs. Sun knew that calling for help was useless. She finally steeled her heart and began to say, "He Qian committed suicide by taking poison."

"Bullshit!" He Ruming cursed in a low voice, "My sister is a girl who stays at home. Where did she get the poison? If she really got poison, she would have poisoned you two old bastards to death!" Speaking of this, He Ruming suddenly realized that his angry words were really a slander against He Qian. He had projected his mood of wanting to kill the Sun family onto his sister. But this was not the time to explain. He Ruming stood there angrily, not knowing what to say.

Grandma Sun gave a bitter laugh, "This is fate. If He Qian really poisoned us to death, that would have been fine. Now it wouldn't bring disaster to the family. At that time, your He family became criminals sought by the court, and the whole family was thrown into prison. Moreover, the rumors outside were vivid, saying not only would your He family be executed, but even our Sun family would be implicated. But He Qian traveled thousands of *li* to Anhui and saved my son back. Hearts are made of flesh; I originally wanted my son Yongsheng to divorce He Qian, so our Sun family would have no more involvement with the He family. This would be considered settling accounts. But Yongsheng was unwilling. After he left that day, I went to persuade He Qian, begging her to have mercy and save our Sun family. This divorce letter didn't need Yongsheng to write; it was the same if we wrote it. But He Qian told me something about the People's Party being powerful. As long as the People's Party continued to win battles, the court wouldn't dare to do anything to the He family and the Sun family. Instead, if the People's Party lost the battle, the court would really take action against the He family and the Sun family. Such treasonous words..."

"Bullshit!" He Ruming scolded again this time, but his voice was not as murderous as before. These were indeed words He Qian could say. If she didn't have such insight, He Qian would definitely not dare to travel thousands of *li* alone to Anhui to save Sun Yongsheng.

Regret also appeared clearly on Grandma Sun's face, but she knew that begging at this time would probably be useless; it would only stimulate He Ruming's anger more. She continued, "I originally just wanted to persuade her to agree not to be a member of our Sun family. Hearing this at that time, I was furious. How dare a daughter-in-law speak to her mother-in-law like this? In a rage, I poured a cup of poisoned wine and placed it in front of her. At that time, I said, if she really felt she was a daughter-in-law of our Sun family, then drink this wine. Or sign the divorce letter and make a clean break with our Sun family from now on. Whether the He family can escape this calamity depends on the He family's own fortune."

"And then?" He Ruming's voice couldn't help trembling.

"I was furious at the time. After saying these things, I went out. After a while, I felt I shouldn't have done that. But Lord He, we had no choice at that time. Even if we forced He Qian to sign the divorce letter and sent her away, others would only say our Sun family was hiding He Qian. At that time, no one would think our Sun family and your He family had cleared ties. This could only let He Qian leave by herself!" Speaking of this, Old Mrs. Sun wanted to cry aggrievedly.

He Ruming said coldly, "Dare to cry, and I'll continue beating!"

Grandma Sun reacted quickly; she put away her crying tone instantly. She continued, "I sat for half the night, thinking back and forth with no solution, so I wanted to go find He Qian to talk about this matter again. I was prepared to kneel and kowtow to her, asking her to let our Sun family go. Sign the divorce letter and leave by herself. We really had no choice. But when I got there, He Qian had already drunk the wine! Boohoo..."

This time Grandma Sun really started sobbing in a low voice.

He Ruming stood there without saying a word. He knew He Qian's temperament better than anyone. Her maiden family suffered a great disaster, and her in-laws forced her like this; He Qian had no other way but to commit suicide. After all, marrying into the Sun family made her a member of the Sun family.

But He Ruming knew this was likely true, yet he didn't want to believe it at all. Thinking of this, He Ruming pointed at Old Mrs. Sun and cursed, "At this time you still make up lies to me. Do you believe I will kill your son right now?! Hmm!!"

"Master He, I didn't tell lies. I still have He Qian's suicide note here. You can look!" Old Mrs. Sun shouted hurriedly.

"Shout again and I'll kill you!" He Ruming shouted in a low voice.

Old Mrs. Sun hurriedly lowered her voice, "The suicide note is at the bottom of that cabinet over there. We have kept it all along!"

He Ruming ordered someone to open the cabinet, and sure enough, a large envelope was found under the cloth lining at the bottom. Opening it, it was indeed a stack of papers filled with writing.

He Ruming opened the largest sheet; it was a divorce letter. Below it was signed and fingerprinted. Not only were there signatures and fingerprints of the Sun family, but also He Ruming's familiar handwriting writing "Sun-He," with clear red ink fingerprints. He didn't expect He Qian to actually sign this.

Opening another letter, the header showed it was actually a letter to He Ying. He Qian's beautiful handwriting made He Ruming's eyes red. Thinking of his sister sitting alone at the table writing these things one night a few years ago, He Ruming's tears streamed down, sliding across his cheeks and hitting the letter paper.

Hurriedly wiping the tears off the letter paper with his sleeve, He Ruming's tears gushed like a spring. He bit the back of his hand hard to stop himself from crying out loud.

After a long while, He Ruming wiped the tears off his face and wanted to continue reading, but seeing the familiar handwriting clearly, He Ruming's tears blurred his eyes again. He simply put the letter into his bosom, and had Old Mrs. Sun's mouth gagged again.

He Ruming looked down at the Sun family. Finally obtaining relatively reliable news, the heavy burden in his heart was finally lifted by half, and his expression and voice became much clearer. "Surnamed Sun, I, He Ruming, might as well make it clear to you. If I let you continue to live, there will always be a thorn, a wooden stake stuck in my heart! So, I will kill everyone in your Sun family today!"

Hearing this, Old Mrs. Sun couldn't help but start struggling, trying hard to make a sound.

He Ruming laughed, "You definitely want to say I swore on my sister. But from the beginning, I said I want to take my sister He Qian back to our He family. She is no longer a member of your Sun family." Speaking of this, He Ruming unfolded the divorce letter in front of Old Mrs. Sun, "Let alone that everyone has signed this divorce letter; my sister is already not a member of your Sun family."

Putting away the divorce letter, although He Ruming's expression was not ferocious, it was as cold as a severe winter. "Surnamed Sun, it's not that I haven't thought about letting you go just now. It's just that my sister was forced to death by you; I am now completely sure of this. My son-in-law Chen Ke once said in their People's Party base area that women should be liberated and old ethics should be smashed. You knew my sister was such a smart person, such a person with backbone, that you actually couldn't do anything to her. So you used ethics to force her to death! You did this on purpose. You watched helplessly as she died! If my sister refused to submit like this, you would definitely have used other methods. My sister was such a person with backbone; she refused to be insulted by you, so she drank that cup of wine herself. Since my sister has nothing to do with your Sun family, your Sun family must pay for her life!"

After saying these words word by word, a look of joy appeared on He Ruming's face. That was the expression only one whose great revenge was avenged would have. He Ruming instructed his subordinates: "Do it, do it cleanly. Don't let them suffer."

The Sun family was wiped out, and it wasn't discovered until the third day. Neither the Beijing army nor the police station took this matter seriously. The People's Party outside Beijing city had already begun to show signs of attacking the city. Where would the Beiyang Army have time to care about such trivial matters?

More importantly, Yuan Shikai had only been lucid a few times in the past few days; most of the time was spent in delirium, convulsions, and fainting. The high-level officials knew that Yuan Shikai was about to die.
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On the morning of August 10, 1915, Wang Shizhen met with a dejected Duan Qirui outside Yuan Shikai's residence. Just looking at Duan Qirui's expression, one could guess that the efforts of Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang to beg the foreign ministers had completely failed.

Seeing Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui stepped forward despondently and asked, "Brother, how is the President?"

"When the President woke up yesterday, Premier Xu recommended his own younger brother to treat the President's illness, but the President sternly refused," Wang Shizhen replied in a flat tone.

Duan Qirui did not have Wang Shizhen's self-restraint, and his expression became even uglier. Before Duan Qirui could flare up, Wang Shizhen continued, "I heard that within the Yuan family, some want to use Western medicine and some want to use Traditional Chinese Medicine. They have been arguing for days."

Duan Qirui had heard a bit about these two pieces of news, but he had originally thought they were hearsay. It wasn't until Wang Shizhen personally confirmed these two pieces of intelligence that Duan Qirui's face turned ashen. In these past few days, he had humbly gone to contact the foreign ministers. Before Duan Qirui could ask for help, the foreign ministers had sternly reprimanded the Beiyang government for its incompetence, and then demanded that the Beiyang Army do its utmost to first protect the safety of the Legation Quarter. When Duan Qirui finally managed to bring up the matter of asking the foreign powers for help, the ministers' faces, which were already extremely ugly, became even worse. They immediately and mercilessly rejected Duan Qirui's request.

Wang Shizhen saw Duan Qirui unable to hold back from muttering something. He vaguely heard the general idea; Duan Qirui seemed to have said the four words "a group of dragons without a head" (leaderless).

Seeing that Duan Qirui did not curse the Yuan family descendants for their uselessness, Wang Shizhen had an idea in his heart. He said to Duan Qirui, "Zhiquan, I want you to handle something."

"What instructions do you have, Brother?" Duan Qirui had always respected Wang Shizhen, especially at this time; Wang Shizhen must have important matters to entrust.

Wang Shizhen actually hesitated for a moment. Duan Qirui was no fool; some words only needed to be spoken for Duan Qirui to absolutely understand the meaning within. So Wang Shizhen had to weigh his words before saying, "Zhiquan, the city is in such chaos. I want you to send reliable troops to properly guard the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. No one is allowed to take advantage of the fire to rob. Especially the cultural relics and classics, absolutely nothing must happen to them."

Duan Qirui, just as Wang Shizhen had expected, was initially surprised by this order. Soon, Duan Qirui's brows furrowed. He looked left and right, then simply pulled Wang Shizhen into his own carriage. Determining that no one outside could hear, Duan Qirui said anxiously, "Brother, do you feel that Beijing can't be held?"

"Does Zhiquan have any method to hold Beijing?" Wang Shizhen asked back calmly.

Perhaps because he had been captured by the People's Party before, Duan Qirui was surprisingly not as agitated as Wang Shizhen had thought. "We and the People's Party have fought so many battles. Brother, you are the Minister of the Army."

Wang Shizhen sneered. He looked at the outside of Yuan Shikai's residence. "Currently guarding the outside is Yuan Kewen's Model Regiment. This kid doesn't think the President is the Beiyang's President at all; he just thinks the President is a member of his Yuan family. Premier Xu dared to let his brother be this doctor, yet the President actually didn't believe it. The Yuan family would rather quarrel loudly than decide how to treat the illness. what does this look like?"

Duan Qirui looked at those soldiers of the Model Regiment outside the Yuan residence with a gaze full of great malice. After pausing for a long while, he said viciously, "Brother, since the President is unwell, and the Yuan family won't let us escort the President away, then let's break out. Jundu Pass is in our hands. Let's take the troops to Shanxi. Xu Shuzheng is now stationed in Inner and Outer Mongolia, and Shaanxi is currently also our people. As long as we order the troops in Xingtai and Handan not to return to Beijing and go directly to Shanxi. If we occupy the Northwest, there will definitely be a time for a comeback."

Wang Shizhen looked at Duan Qirui with a hint of gratification. This was the best choice the Beiyang Army could take. This younger brother Duan Qirui was utilitarian and had a heavy desire for power, and whenever a major event occurred that he couldn't solve, he would come to trouble Wang Shizhen to think of a way, often making Wang Shizhen feel very impatient. However, in terms of military cultivation, he was indeed an outstanding figure within the Beiyang. In the days when Duan Qirui was not in the Ministry of the Army, the Ministry had also discussed the situation many times. Various plans for stubborn defense or sneak attacks emerged one after another. But there wasn't a single one who could decisively formulate a strategic transfer based on the current situation.

However, amidst this gratification, Wang Shizhen thought of another matter. Since when did Duan Qirui start formulating this plan?

"Then what does Zhiquan plan to do about the grain?" Wang Shizhen asked.

Hearing Wang Shizhen's question, Duan Qirui was overjoyed. "Brother, you come with me. Wherever you point, Brother, I will fight. With you here, Brother, the grain matter will definitely be no problem, and our Beiyang brothers will also have a backbone."

This was something Duan Qirui would say every time he encountered a major difficulty. Although Duan Qirui's intentions were extremely sincere, and he indeed did what he said, for Wang Shizhen, who always had to rack his brains to solve problems, this being trusted and having to undertake things that were fundamentally not Wang Shizhen's duty absolutely did not make him feel good.

"Zhiquan, you go. I am old. This Beijing is my burial place." Wang Shizhen replied faintly. He raised his hand to stop Duan Qirui's attempt to persuade him. "This Beijing has already reached such a state. If you take the soldiers and leave, it will be even greater chaos. Thanks to the brothers thinking highly of me, I cannot leave even more. If we cannot leave a basically orderly situation for the People's Party, heaven knows how Chen Ke will vent his anger on the brothers remaining in Beijing."

Clearly, Duan Qirui did not agree with Wang Shizhen's thinking. He said, "Brother, if Beijing is in great chaos, the People's Party will also have to spend quite a bit of time to clean up the mess. This is advantageous to us!"

"If it were another city, it would be fine. But if this Beijing is in great chaos, it won't be an ordinary mess. If the People's Party simply lets Beijing continue to be chaotic and they send troops to pursue, it won't be easy for you to handle. Conversely, if Beijing is not chaotic, for the sake of face, the People's Party will conversely not pursue. Not to mention that the legations of various countries are all in Beijing. Firstly, they fear the foreign garrisons in Beijing will take action. Secondly, they don't want the foreign ministers to look down on them. They will certainly leave a large army to garrison Beijing. It will also be easier for you to withdraw to Shanxi."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's explanation, Duan Qirui fell silent. What he wanted most was British support. If he turned Beijing into complete chaos, what impression would Duan Qirui leave on the British? If one day he could make a comeback, it would inevitably be too difficult to get British support at that time.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui felt suddenly enlightened as usual. Wang Shizhen was always able to let the inevitably somewhat reckless Duan Qirui see the most suitable choice. "Brother, you should still come with me. Our Beiyang Army cannot lack you!"

Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. "Zhiquan, I still say the same thing. Beijing is my burial place; I am not going anywhere. I am already 64 years old this year, with not many days left to live. Leaving these old bones in Beijing can at least protect some of the Beiyang brothers. Zhiquan, you are only 50 years old this year, still a time when you can fight. The million Beiyang brothers following you will have to rely entirely on you. Moreover, I have already started gathering grain, but this grain can at most allow the Beiyang Army to withdraw to Shanxi. I must stay in Beijing to hold down the People's Party."

Every time Duan Qirui encountered a major matter he couldn't handle, he would beg Wang Shizhen. So hearing Wang Shizhen's tone, Duan Qirui knew that this time, no matter what, he could not persuade Wang Shizhen to change his mind. Moreover, with Wang Shizhen presiding over the situation in Beijing, Duan Qirui actually really felt relieved.

After deciding his thoughts, Duan Qirui looked at Yuan Shikai's residence again, then turned back to look at Wang Shizhen. "This kind of matter, I'm afraid, still needs the President to make the decision."

Wang Shizhen replied calmly, "Fighting wars is the Ministry of the Army's responsibility. Since the President currently cannot attend to affairs, I will first shoulder this matter. If the President can recover, I will naturally explain this to the President."

Duan Qirui naturally understood that Wang Shizhen was shouldering all the responsibility. If there were no Wang Shizhen presiding over the overall situation, relying solely on Duan Qirui, he could at most pull away his own trusted aides. Now with Wang Shizhen's help, most of the armies would obey orders.

"Then who among the civil officials should we take?" Since Wang Shizhen resolutely refused to leave, Duan Qirui was the Commander-in-Chief of the Beiyang Army withdrawing west. He didn't want civil officials to ride on his head. However, if there were no civil officials to keep up appearances, Duan Qirui alone would lack sufficient rallying power.

As soon as these words fell, a carriage stopped at the entrance of the Yuan residence, and Xu Shichang got down from it. However, the people guarding the Yuan residence actually didn't let Xu Shichang in to visit. Xu Shichang negotiated with the Yuan family members at the door for a while, and finally actually returned to the carriage resentfully and left.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen looked at each other. The candidate for civil official was only the current Premier, Xu Shichang. However, Duan Qirui was somewhat worried. Xu Shichang possessed enormous influence in the Northeast. Xu Shichang might not necessarily disagree with retreating now, but where Xu Shichang hoped to ultimately retreat to was hard to say.

However, this issue didn't have much room for discussion. Currently, the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway had been cut off by the People's Party. The directions available for retreat, apart from Shanxi, offered basically no other choice.

"Then Brother, when should the withdrawal time be set?" Duan Qirui asked.

"The sooner the better. If the President passes away and we are still staying inside Beijing city, even without the People's Party outside attacking the city, our own people will probably fall into great chaos first." Speaking of this, Wang Shizhen, who had remained quite calm all along, finally couldn't help but sigh. The Beiyang was entirely kneaded together by Yuan Shikai single-handedly. No matter who took over political power, it was impossible to make the majority submit. The People's Party would not leave Beiyang time for internal rectification. This time, the People's Party had almost staked everything on a desperate rush to the walls of Beijing. It seemed like a huge risk, but they happened to seize the opportunity of Yuan Shikai falling ill.

Wang Shizhen was not superstitious, but he couldn't help but suspect: was there the will of heaven manipulating this matter in the unseen world?

Duan Qirui was an extremely decisive person. The situation had reached such a pass; if Yuan Shikai passed away, they wouldn't be able to leave even if they wanted to. Not to mention that Duan Qirui saw an opportunity, an opportunity for Duan Qirui himself to ascend as the Beiyang leader. This opportunity was almost fleeting. Needless to say, if Beiyang retreated after Yuan Shikai's death, it would be extremely difficult for Duan Qirui to want to wield the supreme command power. Only now could Duan Qirui select his own people and take away the majority of the Beiyang Army as well as the wealth that could be taken away now.

Displaying resolute and decisive methods, with Wang Shizhen's assistance, Duan Qirui consolidated the cadre officials of the Duan Qirui faction currently in Beijing city at a frantic speed. The Commander of the First Army was Duan Qirui's brother-in-law, Wu Guangxin; Duan Qirui was naturally extremely assured about the First Army.

On the morning of August 11, 1915, two divisions of the First Army, under the name of suppressing chaotic parties within the city, took over the defense of the National Treasury and the banks. Then the troops loaded up all the gold and silver that could be moved.

On the 12th, the First Army, using the People's Party's attack on the Jundu Pass in Changping as a reason, carried a large amount of equipment, ammunition, and grain to advance into Changping, and began to secretly advance towards Shanxi. The remnants of Lu Jin's Second Army and the police were ordered to take over Beijing's city defense.

At 2:00 AM on August 13, 1913 [sic - text says 1913, likely typo for 1915], Yuan Shikai woke up for the last time from his coma. At this time, even the Yuan family understood that this was Yuan Shikai's terminal lucidity. Yuan Shikai simply asked about the situation, then ordered the family members guarding him to invite all the Beiyang ministers. Surrounded by a group of pale-faced Beiyang ministers, Yuan Shikai calmly announced that the next President would be succeeded by Xu Shichang. At the same time, he ordered the Beiyang northern units to return with full force to aid Beijing, and the southern units to strive to attack the People's Party to hold down the People's Party to the maximum extent. Yuan Shikai also instructed Xu Shichang to do his utmost to facilitate the Allied Powers sending troops to strike the People's Party.

After saying these things, Yuan Shikai quickly fell into a coma. By 4:00 AM, Yuan Shikai stopped breathing in his coma.

Duan Qirui, who had already received the news, only after receiving the order that Xu Shichang succeeded as President, abandoned the plan to take Xu Shichang west with him. At 3:00 AM, he ordered the final rearguard troops of the First Army to break camp and set out for Shanxi.

Xu Shichang had not expected that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were actually playing such tricks behind his back. It wasn't until the afternoon of the 13th that Xu Shichang learned that Duan Qirui's main force had already left Jundu Pass and gone to Shanxi. Xu Shichang, pale with shock, immediately sent people to issue orders to Duan Qirui in the name of the "President," ordering the entire First Army to return to Beijing. He himself stormed into the Ministry of the Army like the wind to find Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen calmly listened to Xu Shichang's narration mixed with shock and rage, as well as his curses, before slowly saying, "If we don't go to Shanxi, where else can we go? Even if Brother Juren gathers the northern Beiyang armies, what will everyone eat?"

Xu Shichang was stunned right then. He subconsciously pointed at Wang Shizhen, and only after a long while could he speak. "Pinqing, you knew about this! You... you knew about this all along!"

"Brother Juren, our Beiyang can only survive by doing this. Apart from this, there is no other way." Wang Shizhen answered this question coldly.

Xu Shichang had not completely sobered up from the shock. Like a broken gramophone, he stammered, "You knew about this all along! You... you knew about this all along!"

Seeing this "current President," who could perhaps be called the number two figure in Beiyang, behaving so unseemly, the final burden in Wang Shizhen's heart was finally unloaded. If Xu Shichang really took over power, Beiyang would definitely first have to face a cruel internal strife. Such internal strife would only have one result: dragging Beiyang into the abyss of complete destruction.

Wang Shizhen felt completely relaxed in his heart. Regardless of what evaluation later generations would have of Wang Shizhen, in this life he was loyal to Yuan Shikai and loyal to Beiyang. Towards these two objects of loyalty, Wang Shizhen had a completely clear conscience. Regardless of how Xu Shichang performed, Wang Shizhen stood up and strode out of the office. The things to be done next were piled up like a mountain; he didn't have time to waste this precious time with Xu Shichang.

The remnants of Lu Jin's Second Army numbered less than thirty thousand, and adding the police force, it was insufficient to strictly defend Beijing city. Although the police didn't dare say anything loudly, they invariably recalled a few years ago when horse bandits rampaged; the police force had also been sent to defend the city. Not long after that city defense, the Qing dynasty perished. The current situation was worse than that time. In the police force's whispers, there was no talk holding any illusion of victory.

At 12:00 noon on August 13, 1915, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to attack Beijing city. Loudspeakers shouted to the inside of Beijing city with a resonant voice, "Yuan Shikai is already dead. Beiyang brothers, lay down your weapons and surrender! The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives preferentially." The leaflets urgently used by the Air Force were all handwritten by the soldiers. The fluttering papers had contents of various sizes and styles, but the content was exactly the same: "Yuan Shikai is already dead. Beiyang brothers, lay down your weapons and surrender! The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives preferentially."

Most of the Beiyang Army were hearing this news for the first time. Although half-believing and half-doubting, they still resisted tenaciously. By around 4:00 PM, the news that the First Army in Changping had already run to Shanxi finally reached the city defense troops. The morale of the city defense troops completely collapsed. First, the police force took to their heels and ran to their homes inside Beijing city. And the soldiers whose homes were in Beijing also followed suit and deserted. The collapse of morale directly triggered a military collapse. Some ran away with these deserters in a daze. Some just stood foolishly on the battlefield in a daze.

First the South Gate, then the East Gate and North Gate; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army basically encountered no major resistance and killed their way into Beijing city.

Important sites like the "Presidential Palace," "Premier's Palace," and "Ministry of the Army" fell one after another. And Wang Shizhen fulfilled his promise; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army smoothly took over the defense of the National Library, the National Museum, the National Archives, and the Imperial Palace. Pu Guanshui, who had been on tenterhooks all along, let out a long sigh of relief after receiving this news. If Beijing city couldn't be taken in one day, it could be taken in two. But once these precious materials, documents, and cultural relics were destroyed, they could truly never be salvaged.

By August 14, the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had tightly surrounded the Dongjiaomin Lane (Legation Quarter) and the foreign garrison areas. The cannons captured from the Beiyang city defense troops were also gathered together. The dark muzzles were fully open, and all firing data was set on the coordinates of the foreign garrisons. Other troops were nervously gathering the defeated Beiyang soldiers, arresting Beiyang officials, and pacifying the Beijing populace.

The destroyed telegraph lines could not be restored in a short while. Reports were transmitted to the rear by the Air Force taking off urgently.

On August 15, the Party Central Committee in Wuhan finally received this long-awaited news.
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"Pu Guanshui is about to sit on the Dragon Court!" at the Political Bureau meeting, Hua Xiongmao said with a hint of jealousy.

"It's more accurate to say he's sitting on pins and needles," Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu added kindly.

"If you want to fight, just say so," Chen Ke didn't want Hua Xiongmao's words to spread and cause misunderstandings, so he also added a sentence.

Seeing the comrades being so considerate, Hua Xiongmao sighed deeply, "I'm just fated to be a director of a large office. If I were really asked to command a battle, I'm afraid I couldn't even handle being a brigade commander well. The battles in the future won't be too difficult anyway."

"That's not necessarily true. In the next 30 years, we will face incomparably cruel wars. The scale and situation of the wars are something comrades cannot even imagine right now." Chen Ke involuntarily played the role of a prophet again.

Even though the Political Bureau was full of comrades with at least six or seven, or even ten years of management experience, and they were all in their twenties or thirties, a very enterprising age, no one dared to question Chen Ke's prediction. This was unavoidable. When these comrades were finally forced to realize that they had entered the industrial age and began to see the real existence of industrialization with their own eyes, what they needed was not to argue with Chen Ke, but to find their own way to complete their work and understand the world. And the best way to gain this understanding and even wisdom at present was to listen to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was now very clear that his own IQ and wisdom were nothing special. His advantage was only the environment he lived in and the education and knowledge he received, which forced him to face the fact of an industrialized China. Therefore, the only thing Chen Ke had to do was to use his greatest efforts to drag China towards the era he was familiar with. Because that was the glorious era when China had the ability to participate in world hegemony.

Of course, this meeting was not a "retreat", an extremely realistic situation was placed before the People's Party. The Beiyang First Army led by Duan Qirui fled to Shanxi, and the Beiyang government was almost wiped out. This might be called a victory, but Duan Qirui gained full freedom of action. And since the establishment of the People's Party, for the vast majority of the time, the People's Party had held the freedom of action and even the initiative.

After Chen Ke finished introducing the situation, the comrades did not speak immediately. They worked every day and often had to complete thinking at the strategic and technical levels. Even if they couldn't come up with a very good strategy, it was not difficult to understand these things.

Because she had never actually commanded a military operation, You Gou had less psychological pressure. She spoke first, "I'll speak first. Regardless of what Chairman Chen thinks, let's just discuss what we can do now. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission can complete the plan, but we can't make more guarantees on quality control. And on increasing production, we can't make any guarantees either. In the last six months or so, more than 600 people have been seriously injured or died due to accidents. Every accident affects the work progress. Most of our current strength is focused on production management and process optimization. This is the status quo of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission."

After the Industrial Production Committee member finished speaking, the Agricultural Committee member spoke next. Agricultural investment was also huge, and it involved policy issues even more. The policy of unified purchase and marketing conflicted with the masses' hope to hoard grain when prices were low and sell when prices were high in the traditional way. Therefore, the collection of public grain was not a big problem, but the national unified grain sales system encountered considerable resistance.

After the speeches of the two major departments of industry and agriculture, the government department began to speak. Conscription work had been accepted by the masses, but there was a widespread problem of maladaptation of labor force in agricultural industrialization, and the masses' concept of property rights was far behind the situation. This did not mean that the masses did not understand the difference between means of production and labor force. They were all people who worked, so it was absolutely impossible for them not to be clear about this.

However, the problem of the masses hoping to encroach on state-owned means of production was becoming prominent. No matter what it was, useful or useless, they all wanted to find a way to get it into their own homes first. Conflicts in this regard were becoming increasingly intense.

Hearing that the masses were beginning to encroach on state-owned means of production, the faces of many Political Bureau members became extremely ugly. Other Political Bureau members were already preparing to speak.

Chen Ke quickly stopped the discussion that might start. As a child from a family of state-owned enterprise employees, Chen Ke knew very well that this kind of thing was not a moral issue at all, nor was it a matter of awareness; it was a matter of human nature. From the perspective of human nature, nothing was as real as what was in one's own pocket. Chen Ke had seen too many things of taking advantage of the state since he was young. If Chen Ke had once supported "large in size and collective in nature", now he supported the concept of a regulated market. Asking people to dedicate themselves unconditionally was an unscientific attitude.

After the report on workers, peasants, and social organization issues was completed, the strategic choice aspect finally began.

He Zudao first explained his point of view, "With the current military strength, we can fight in at most two directions. If it involves marching into the Northwest, then other directions can only be put aside for now."

"But the country must be unified. If we cannot unify in a short time, there will be too many variables in the future." Hua Xiongmao's tone contained only helplessness, and there was no heroism of swallowing the world and swallowing thousands of miles like a tiger.

"Unification is a must. How long it will take to unify, who to unify first, and who to unify later. In what stage-by-stage manner unification will be carried out, this can all be discussed." Zhang Yu said, "However, since Beiyang has withdrawn from Hebei, marching into the Northeast is also imperative."

"Southeast and Northeast?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Southeast and Northeast are just skipping grades. Korea and Annam are China's strategic wings. If we want to take advantage of this European war to thoroughly restore China's strategic situation, these two places absolutely cannot be let go." Zhang Yu continued.

"Hiss!" Many Political Bureau members gasped. Such a strategic goal meant a tough battle with Japan.

Northwest, Southeast, Yunnan-Guizhou, Sichuan, Northeast, Korea, Annam. These strategic targets were listed on the blackboard one by one. You Gou raised her hand to speak as soon as she saw it: "It will take ages to discuss this. Strategic priority, implementation difficulty. We must have a basis for discussion. Who exactly do we consider our enemy?"

"The enemy is definitely imperialism. Their strength is above ours. If we can't solve them, now that the European war is fighting, things are still okay to say, but after the European war is over, they will definitely take action." Qi Huishen answered cleanly and neatly.

"Without internal support, it won't be that easy for them to fight their way in. Our army of one million is not to be trifled with." Hua Xiongmao had a different view.

These two attitudes quickly had their respective supporters. You Gou simply asked Chen Ke, "Then how does Chairman Chen view this matter?"

"I still support Comrade Qi Huishen's view more, but maybe I want to be opportunistic and make full use of the European war. Of course, our insufficient strength and lack of cadres are also big problems at present. If the solution to unification can be completed within three years, things will be easier to handle." Chen Ke replied.

"How so?" The comrades immediately became interested.

"For Yunnan and Guizhou, I want them to send people to participate in the newly convened Political Consultative Conference. If they are willing, naturally it is best. If they are not willing, we will convene it ourselves in the base area now. For Sichuan, it is best to fight in. As for the Northwest, it involves the Xinjiang issue, and I don't think we can wait too long. The urgent task is the Northeast. We don't have a navy now, so we can't attack the Japanese mainland. However, Korea cannot be left to Japan. After retaking Korea, Japan's strength will be greatly damaged. Seeing that it is powerless to support Japan, Britain can only choose again. At that time, there will be an opportunity. Moreover, other regions can cause trouble, but they can't cause us strategic trouble at all. Whether we fight early or late, we can win."

This line of thought sorted out a feasible plan, and many comrades nodded repeatedly. Qi Huishen asked: "Then how to deal with Jiangsu. Up to now, Jiangsu's attitude is still vague and unclear."

"Shanghai is a hot potato. If we don't knock out Japan's arrogance, their navy will still make waves in Shanghai. If we want other provinces to feel they have a chance to breathe, we have to set an example. Since Jiangsu's attitude is unclear, we might as well use Jiangsu as a test. If they are sensible, we might as well let them exist for a few more years. When domestic and foreign affairs are settled, the difficulty of thoroughly solving the Jiangsu problem will naturally be greatly reduced." Chen Ke replied, "This is of course a helpless move. We, the People's Party, rely on the people. Now the revolutionary situation in other provinces has not reached a certain level at all, and our influence on those provinces is also extremely limited. These all take time to operate."

"In this period of time, will the counter-revolutionaries strengthen their own system?" You Gou asked.

After saying this, many committee members laughed. That was the laughter of confidence. Everyone did not think that the efforts of the counter-revolutionaries could narrow the strength gap with the People's Party. This gap could only get bigger and bigger, not smaller and smaller.

Chen Ke replied: "Revolution and counter-revolution are a pair of contradictions. This pair of contradictions arises on the basis that the whole of China has entered the revolutionary era. We originally had no prestige or influence in the Northwest. The counter-revolutionaries building a counter-revolutionary system in the Northwest is, in a sense, also doing propaganda for us. This is telling the masses in the Northwest region that the People's Party is a powerful force. With their propaganda, it is easier for the masses to have an impression of us, and revolutionary work is easier to carry out. Not to mention that the counter-revolutionaries can only do those few tricks, excessive taxation and militarism. These policies will only stimulate more contradictions. In my opinion, their actions can only promote the rapid maturation of the revolution."

These words were a bit too vicious. Including You Gou, the comrades couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"That means we have to solve the two strategic directions of Northeast and Southeast first?" Zhang Yu was relatively calm.

"This has to be decided by everyone's vote." Chen Ke replied.

As usual, this vote ended up taking Chen Ke's intention as the party's final resolution direction. Strategic direction discussions were always relatively mild. When it came to the specific technical execution link, the murderous part of the People's Party appeared.

"None of the old literati in Jiangnan can be used. Those with blood debts will not be let off, and those without blood debts cannot hold any public office."

"I think this group of people will be more honest. However, anyone with inciting speech will be arrested immediately."

"Land is relatively scarce in Jiangnan. I think land consolidation has to start with rectifying the homes of these landlords and gentry."

"It's not a pity to kill all these people."

......

Chen Ke's hostility had faded a lot over the years, but even with rational considerations, Grandpa Mao tried to transform these old literati with great magnanimity, but it had no effect. Instead, he harvested double the hatred and hostility of the old literati. History had proven it to be a useless effort, and naturally, Chen Ke was not willing to repeat the same mistakes.

However, he raised another question, "What about the relatives of comrades in the party? I think this matter must be more public."

"This is not appropriate, right? Our party constitution has already stipulated to break off relations with families with different lines." You Gou said guiltily.

"Politically, you can break off, which is normal. You can't change blood ties, and we can't change family affection either. So we might as well clarify these issues publicly. Hiding it will only cause wild guesses. Our people's revolution must seek truth from facts. Establishing a new system and setting up a new style must also be reasonable. We People's Party members are not monsters. Being demonized by others is one thing, but we cannot demonize ourselves." Zhang Yu replied.

These words were a bit unlike Zhang Yu's usual style. You Gou couldn't help but be curious, "Did the Propaganda Department get some new talent?"

Zhang Yu wasn't angry either, "A Hunan comrade named Li Runshi joined the Propaganda Department. I know now that there are real geniuses in this world. You have to admire them even if you don't want to. This time we are definitely going to negotiate with those foreign ministers in Beijing. I want to recommend Comrade Li Runshi to join the negotiation team. He handles things with courtesy and restraint, and it is necessary to focus on cultivating him."

"Then how does this Comrade Li Runshi compare with Comrade Chen Ke?" Zhang Yu's words made You Gou couldn't help but squeeze Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu still didn't care. He thought for a moment before replying: "Comrade Chen Ke gives me the feeling that he is not like a human being. He has too many things on him that look unscientific. Comrade Li Runshi can only be described as a genius. He learns and he knows, he knows and he can use. And his character is extremely determined and very atmospheric. I can't compare with this person. This comrade will definitely be able to make great achievements in the party in the future."

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, You Gou felt that her words were a bit excessive. She smiled somewhat embarrassedly: "I think Old Zhang, your mind and tolerance are not quite like a human being either."

Most of this group of high-level officials of the People's Party had eaten from the same pot. Zhang Yu smiled and said: "Comrade You Gou, if you want to apologize to me, just say so directly. Things like mind and tolerance depend on whether the goal is to get things done or to make a profit. Everyone is a person who gets things done, it would be hell if there were no contradictions. But compared with the pressure faced by the entire revolution, this kind of thing is nothing."

Now Zhang Yu made You Gou a bit unable to step down, but You Gou was not a petty person either. She first apologized to Zhang Yu, and then laughed, "I brought this humiliation on myself, I brought this humiliation on myself."

After the nonsense relaxation time passed, the People's Party Political Bureau began a new round of discussion on foreign issues.
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Pu Guanshui’s days were indeed spent sitting on pins and needles. The direct result of the great victory of conquering Beijing was "water shortage" and "food shortage." Pu Guanshui now thoroughly understood just how pragmatic foreigners could be. On the very day Beijing was conquered, the foreign ministers sent people to "inquire" why the People’s Party was besieging the Legation Quarter.

The young comrades of the People’s Party had been receiving "nationalist" education for years. Chen Ke was not too worried that China’s modern nation-state education would lead to the prevalence of any extremist ideology. History had already proven this; the cultural concept of the Central Kingdom and the extremely pragmatic folk traditions were themselves enough to curb the development of extremism. In history, extremism always arose when countries could not solve their internal problems and were forced to solve them externally. Ordinary people simply did not have the passion to die for the interests of the ruling class. The United States experienced 9/11, and the entire nation’s emotions boiled over, but after ten years of security operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, the emotions were gone. As long as China’s own policies were sound, extremist attitudes would certainly exist, but they would absolutely not develop to the point of dominating national policy.

The comrades of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army received education every day like "I am Chinese, China is my motherland, I love my motherland." When they encountered the foreign devils coming to "inquire" with such arrogance, everyone from top to bottom exploded with anger.

"I’d actually like to ask, on what basis do you lot of foreigners station troops in China?" Pu Guanshui and several senior commanders called the messengers of the foreign ministers before them and asked back in a tone of extreme disdain.

"We have a treaty for this!" the representatives of the diplomatic corps replied aggressively after hearing the translation and seeing Pu Guanshui’s extremely disdainful expression.

"Bullshit! Go find whoever signed the treaty with you!" Pu Guanshui didn't make a sound, but the Chief of Staff had already shouted.

Before the translator could translate this, the French representative was already fuming with rage. He spoke in a voice full of foreign accent: "You dare to insult me!"

This did not scare the Chief of Staff at all. He jumped up from his stool. "I insult you? I even want to hit you!"

As soon as these words came out, the guards swarmed up.

Pu Guanshui hurriedly pulled the Chief of Staff away. "What are you preparing to do to a group of unarmed people? Where has your sense of honor gone? Don't act tough at a time like this, it’s disgraceful!"

After the Chief of Staff sat back down in his chair, puffing with anger, Pu Guanshui turned around. "The Chief of Staff cursing at you shows his lack of self-restraint. However, I firmly support what the Chief of Staff said. You go find the Manchu Qing to discuss this treaty. Our Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army has absolutely nothing to do with this treaty."

The French representative thought that Pu Guanshui, who had intervened, would bow his head and apologize. He didn't expect Pu Guanshui’s attitude to be even tougher than the Chief of Staff’s. He threatened, "Are you trying to start a war?"

Pu Guanshui stared into the French representative’s eyes and said word for word, "Whether a war is started or not, I cannot make the decision. But right now, I make the decisions in Beijing. I am formally telling you now, at eight o'clock tomorrow morning, I will send people to draw a line for you. Whoever steps outside this line, we will kill immediately. If any of you fire a single bullet from inside this line, we will immediately launch a full-scale counterattack! In our view, everyone inside this line is a combatant! You can go back and report this now!"

"You are too audacious!" the French representative howled.

Pu Guanshui pointed his left hand straight at the tip of the French representative’s nose. "Don't you fucking refuse a face-saving offer! I don't want to hit you, but that doesn't mean I can't hit you! Get the hell out of here right now, or I'll throw you out!"

When had the foreign devils ever suffered such anger in China? But seeing the Chinese soldiers around them with their hands on their gun handles and their murderous gazes converging on them, they truly felt guilty. The British representative left without saying a word, and the representatives of other countries followed him out. The French representative had been cursed at and wanted to regain some face, but seeing that Pu Guanshui had no intention of showing any weakness, he also felt it was meaningless to be left alone. Muttering in French, the French representative also left.

That night, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army guarded strictly. And the concession area did not dare to use force at all. Early the next morning, Pu Guanshui sent troops to use lime to draw a striking white line around the Dongjiaomin Lane and other areas. With the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army bearing down on the border and the captured Beiyang artillery ready, not a single foreign devil dared to come out and provoke.

After deterring the foreign devils, Pu Guanshui immediately began working hard to solve Beijing's livelihood problems. Beijing had always been short of water, and water delivery was a major industry in Beijing. The reason there were so many bathhouses in Beijing was that the drinking water purchased by most people was simply not enough to take a bath at home. The high price of each bucket of water seemed like a huge joke to the People’s Party.

The siege of the past few days made the water supply in Beijing even more strained. Military control brought the night soil collection industry to a halt, and coupled with the hot weather, the entire city of Beijing had become stinky.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army did not lack engineering troops. The combat engineers had also received a lot of engineering training and had ample experience in municipal construction. Coincidentally, the troops captured a batch of cement produced in Tangshan. With this good stuff, the troops began to build an overhead aqueduct to temporarily provide drinking water to Beijing starting from the 14th. After fully considering road green spaces and various redundancies, the troops began construction immediately with the unique fortitude of the army. Various sweet water wells were immediately requisitioned, and the army built simple water towers, water delivery pipelines, and water storage areas at super high speed. By the 16th, Beijing residents in water-scarce areas found that they could collect water with water tickets near their homes.

As for the food problem, the troops copied the population data of the Beijing localities. Residents of all districts could receive a temporary household registration booklet as long as they registered their household with the People’s Party. With the household registration booklet, they could receive grain tickets. The masses of Beijing could first go to the People’s Party "Bank Exchange Office" to exchange silver dollars and copper coins for Renminbi. Then, relying on the daily grain tickets, they could use Renminbi to buy enough food to feed themselves at a fair price.

The People’s Party’s military control remained strict, but the lives of the Beijing masses recovered rapidly. In particular, the factories that the People’s Party had once opened in Beijing, which had been confiscated by the Beiyang government, resumed work if they could. With the roster, factory workers could continue to go to work. Most of the People’s Party’s factories were in the southern city, where the poorer people of Beijing lived. As long as they could go to work and earn money, even if they were paid in Renminbi, it was better than starving to death at home. After the implementation of many military and civil administration measures that had long been tried and tested in the People’s Party base areas, even if Beijing did not return to normal, it quickly regained its calm.

By August 18th, the Beiyang troops in Handan and Xingtai had received Duan Qirui's order. Knowing that Beijing had been conquered by the People’s Party, the Beiyang army left their wounded behind and retreated on a large scale towards Shanxi. The Henan Military Region troops commanded by Chai Qingguo did not pursue them forcefully. So many Beiyang troops fleeing to Shanxi would inevitably create tremendous pressure on Shanxi. Why waste human lives in vain at this time?

The Henan Military Region troops trailed the Beiyang army to prevent them from playing any tricks. At the same time, they began to urgently reorganize the railway.

On August 20th, a train fully loaded with grain arrived in Beijing. The transport of the grain train was done with great fanfare. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army not only restored many civil administration facilities but even restored the police stations and courts. Fourth Master Chang, who had cooperated quite well with the People’s Party, had a large number of things confiscated during the brief control. What could be found was returned, and for what couldn't be found, they could only tell Fourth Master Chang and the others that the People’s Party had done its best, and everyone just had to accept their bad luck for now.

As a major transporter in Beijing, Fourth Master Chang, thanking them a thousand times with tears streaming down his face, raised his arm and called out, and the news of large quantities of grain entering Beijing spread throughout the entire city. This not only stabilized the hearts of the people in Beijing but also gave solid support to the Renminbi. Originally, when every family exchanged for the Renminbi to buy grain, they calculated carefully, exchanging only enough Renminbi for the amount of grain they bought each day. Now, many families dared to exchange for Renminbi for at least two or three days' use at one time. As for the masses in the southern city, they originally had no income. Since the People’s Party issued Renminbi, they could only use Renminbi.

By the 21st, acting Hebei Provincial Party Secretary Chen Tianhua entered Beijing. However, he only stayed in Beijing for one day before continuing to the liberated areas of Hebei. Pu Guanshui was very puzzled by this. Chen Tianhua laughed and said, "One knows one's own affairs. I have a strong inertia. If I enter the city and live a comfortable life for two days, it will be extremely difficult to go down again. I would rather basically solve the work below first before talking about entering the city. I leave the work in Beijing to Commander Pu."

Pu Guanshui naturally knew this was a joke. Not to mention that Beijing might immediately turn into a battlefield, the People’s Party’s land reform in Hebei would definitely proceed from south to north, so Chen Tianhua actually couldn't do anything squatting in Beijing. Moreover, Pu Guanshui couldn't even open his mouth to ask Chen Tianhua for local cadres. Pu Guanshui would be thanking his lucky stars if the localities didn't ask the army for cadres.

Holding Chen Tianhua’s hand, Pu Guanshui said from the bottom of his heart, "Secretary Chen, your completion of the land reform in Hebei as soon as possible is the greatest support for our military work!"

By August 22nd, the legations in Beijing finally couldn't help but send people again to negotiate with Pu Guanshui. The French representative from last time was not among the people who came this time; the leader was Sir Humphrey of Britain. Sir Humphrey naturally behaved very calmly. He first congratulated the People’s Party on capturing Beijing, and then he didn't mention anything about the treaty. He simply asked Pu Guanshui, "I have spoken with Chairman Chen Ke of your party many times, and he has always insisted on maintaining the status quo. I believe Your Excellency the General's attitude is obviously not maintaining the status quo."

Pu Guanshui laughed. "How is this not maintaining the status quo? We haven't sent a single soldier into that piece of land where you are. Of course, in a war situation, everything will change somewhat. On this point, we are also powerless."

Sir Humphrey seemed to have completely missed the flavor in Pu Guanshui’s words. He continued to say politely, "However, external communication for the Concessions and the Legation Quarter has been completely cut off. I believe Your Excellency the General needs to improve this status quo."

Pu Guanshui said sincerely, "Cutting off external communication for the Legation Quarter is really to protect you. After all, it is wartime now. If someone were to sneak into your area and cause trouble, or intentionally cause an accidental discharge of firearms, wouldn't that be trouble? On the contrary, adopting technical means of this current high-pressure situation allows the situation to be better controlled."

Sir Humphrey had long experienced this style of the People’s Party, and he was even clear about why he detested the People’s Party’s style so deeply. Because this was a practice that only a sovereign power acting as a Great Power could implement. In Sir Humphrey’s heart, China was not qualified to adopt such a practice towards the British Empire.

"Your Excellency the General, since you also admit that this is a war zone, we request to evacuate foreign nationals," Sir Humphrey said.

"I agree to the evacuation of foreign nationals, and we will also protect your evacuation operation." Pu Guanshui immediately expressed support for Sir Humphrey’s request.

Before Sir Humphrey could feel satisfied, Pu Guanshui continued, "However, foreign nationals are not allowed to carry weapons. Except for clothing and foreign currency, they are not allowed to carry other valuables. All luggage must be inspected by us before it can be released."

Now Sir Humphrey could no longer hold it in. He darkened his face and asked, "Why do this?"

"Because when Beijing was breached, quite a few people fled into the concessions and the Legation Quarter. They carried a large amount of valuables with them. And they had to use these valuables to exchange for food and water in the concessions. Among these valuables, many were stolen from our country by them. For us, we have an obligation to protect China’s interests and cannot let these things flow out to foreign countries. Moreover, inside the concessions, a large amount of forced buying and selling, and even murder for money, must have occurred. We, the People’s Party, also have an obligation to protect our Chinese people. We will absolutely not suspect your clothing and foreign currency. If you want to take away pianos or violins, we will also let you take them. But for other valuables, we must inspect them before releasing them. We will temporarily detain those items with major suspicions. Wait until you can prove to our court that your property rights are legal, and we will release these items for you to take away. Please rest assured on this point, we, the People’s Party, are absolutely committed to the rule of law."

After listening to these words, Sir Humphrey wanted to reach out and strangle Pu Guanshui to death. In China, no one had ever dared to talk to Sir Humphrey about Chinese laws, about China’s state and national interests so unhurriedly.

And Sir Humphrey was equally clear that Pu Guanshui before him was vastly different from previous Chinese soldiers. Previous Chinese soldiers might have dared to oppose foreigners on some small matters occasionally due to personal reasons, but as long as the foreign minister lodged a protest with the then-Chinese government, the then-Chinese government would suppress these Chinese soldiers. Standing behind Pu Guanshui was the People’s Party, and what Pu Guanshui was executing was the policy of the People’s Party. Even if Sir Humphrey now had the Queen of England write a letter to Chen Ke to protest, it would absolutely not harm a single hair on Pu Guanshui’s head.

Could it be that everything Britain had painstakingly spent huge efforts to maintain in China was now beginning to collapse? An ominous thought flashed across Sir Humphrey’s mind.
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Sir Humphrey did not come to see Pu Guanshui to see to what extent Pu could defend China's interests, let alone to praise Pu's firm patriotism. The more Pu Guanshui and the People's Party behind him could defend China's interests, the more it meant the loss of the British Empire's fundamental interests in China, or even the complete shaking of the sphere of influence the British Empire had constructed in China.

"I have several matters to consult with the General now. First is the issue of food in the Legation Quarter and the concessions. Since you blocked traffic and the flow of goods, the concessions have run short of food. Second is the hygiene issue in the concessions; we hope you can allow the night soil collectors to resume business." Sir Humphrey raised the most direct problems.

"Food can be sold to you, and the night soil collectors can resume work," Pu Guanshui replied.

"I wish to meet with your Party Chairman," Sir Humphrey made his next request.

"We can arrange that as well. Once you have settled your itinerary, we will report the matter to Chairman Chen Ke," Pu Guanshui said, not wanting to waste too much breath on this. His work was piled as high as a mountain, and he had no time to chat with Sir Humphrey about meaningless matters.

"There is also the issue of restoring the telegram service," Sir Humphrey said.

Pu Guanshui refused without a second thought. "We cannot guarantee that. Even our own telegram service has not been restored. As for your telegram issue, it will have to wait."

"Your military control is merely military control, not imprisonment. Your Excellency, I think you should not confuse the difference between the two," Sir Humphrey said calmly, without getting angry.

Pu Guanshui had no interest in such threats. He replied, "We will do our best to resolve this, but things that cannot be resolved simply cannot be resolved."

After seeing Sir Humphrey off, Pu Guanshui did not treat this as a major event. He had his secretary organize the documents, checked them, signed them, and had someone send them to the Central Committee.

Over the next few days, Pu Guanshui provided food supplies to the concessions at five times the price paid by the common people of Beijing. On August 24, a telegram arrived from the Central Committee expressing approval of Pu Guanshui's work. The only suggestion was for Pu to agree to restore telegram communications for the Beijing Legation Quarter.

This could not help but surprise Pu Guanshui. In this era, wired telegrams operated on a relay mode; in fact, before the advent of digital switching, even telephones were the same. Any signal transmission encountered attenuation issues, so telegraph stations were set up at intervals to manually re-transmit the messages. Even later, when wireless telegraphy appeared, a large number of staff members were required to monitor various frequencies at all times.

The People's Party had already invested considerable effort into completing mechanically controlled wired telegram relay equipment. However, this was work that could only be completed within the People's Party's base areas. Currently, many areas between Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai were under the control of other factions. Even if the telegraph lines were restored, sending a telegram from Beijing to Tianjin would involve too many troublesome steps.

But that was the nature of wired telegrams; unless it was a prohibitively expensive dedicated line, fewer words were naturally better. For example, the famous joke "People stupid, money plenty, come quick!" was definitely a gag that originated in the era of wired telegrams.

Pu Guanshui immediately replied with two words: "Why?"

That afternoon, he received a reply: "This is an order!"

Since it was an order, Pu Guanshui had no choice but to execute it. He sent someone to inform the Legation Quarter that the People's Party would restore the Beijing Legation Quarter's telegram service the next day and specified the applicable range of the service. Pu Guanshui felt somewhat unwilling, as the scope of the telegram service would reveal the People's Party's actual controlled areas. However, he guessed that the Central Committee's plan was likely to let the foreigners know that the People's Party had already controlled the heartland of China.

After finishing these minor matters, Pu Guanshui continued with his serious business. The war in Hebei and Shandong had not yet ended. After the collapse of the Beiyang regime in Beijing, there were still as many as 300,000 Beiyang troops in Tianjin and Shandong. Only by completely eliminating this group could the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army be considered to have fundamentally wiped out the enemy. However, things were not developing so smoothly.

"Telegram Commander Chai again. When will he arrive in Beijing?" Pu Guanshui said.

Just as he finished speaking, the telegraph operator ran in and handed Pu Guanshui a telegram. Pu quickly opened it, and his joyous expression soon turned into confusion. This was not a telegram from Chai Qingguo, but from the Central Military Commission. The telegram informed Pu Guanshui that the next important task for the entire army was reorganization. First, the units would be reorganized from a "four-four" system to a "three-three" system. Second, the entire army would be formally organized into 46 field armies, along with 1.2 million engineering troops and 600,000 railway troops.

Reorganization required a significant amount of time, as proven by the first reorganization and expansion era of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. It had taken nearly a year for the army to reorganize and expand from over 10,000 to over 30,000 troops. Before the war against the Beiyang Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had planned to expand to 3 million. Pu Guanshui picked up a pen and did some calculations. In a "four-four" unit, a division had over 20,000 men, and a corps had 100,000. While the structure of a "three-three" unit was not yet clear, a corps would have only over 20,000 men; even with a full complement of civilian and auxiliary personnel, it would be at most 30,000. Such a structure would require more military training.

Setting aside the trouble of this, calculating at 30,000 men per corps, 46 corps would total 1.38 million. Including 1.2 million engineering troops and 600,000 railway troops, the total military strength would be 3.18 million, which could hardly be called a massive expansion. Currently, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from the point of "putting away the swords and letting the horses graze on the southern mountains"; the subsequent Liberation War would be a long-term process. Reorganizing at this time was truly baffling.

However, orders from the Military Commission had to be followed; that went without saying. Pu Guanshui hoped all the more that Chai Qingguo would hurry to Beijing to join him. As commanders of two major military regions, they could at least consult on something. At the very least, when discussing this with the Military Commission, they would have something to say.

On the 26th, on the second train carrying supplies from Henan to Beijing, Chai Qingguo and others were also on board. The commanders of the Shandong and Henan military regions finally met.

"Commander Pu, you've really made a name for yourself," Chai Qingguo laughed as he approached.

"There's nothing to show off about. This wasn't a strategic victory, nor even a tactical one in the true sense. It was entirely a victory of tactics," Pu Guanshui said, quite able to maintain his perspective. In the Shandong campaign, the People's Party had merely fully utilized the advantage of internal movement, implementing a surprise attack along marching routes that the Beiyang Army could never have imagined. As for the Beijing campaign, besides the tactic of "surrounding three sides and leaving one open," the greatest internal reason for victory was Yuan Shikai's sudden illness and death. These were non-replicable factors; if he took this as an achievement, Pu Guanshui really wouldn't have the face for it.

Chai Qingguo had not expected Pu Guanshui to remain so calm at this time. Hearing Pu's explanation, he said seriously, "Commander Pu, you graduates from military academies are indeed different. Different from someone of my humble origin."

"Enough of that nonsense, Commander Chai. Have you seen the Military Commission's order to reorganize the troops? I completely don't understand why the Military Commission is doing this." Pu Guanshui was entirely concerned with the major matter of reorganization.

"I received that news. We'll just do what the Military Commission tells us to do. Besides, I think the plan is good. The 'four-four' system makes the units too large. Anyway, when I fought the Beiyang Army, I felt that in many places, a division was enough. Now if you put a corps there—100,000 men—it's inconvenient for me as a military region commander to bypass the corps commander to command the division commanders. After reorganization, a division will be over 5,000 men, and a corps will be 20,000; mobilization and command will be much more convenient." Chai Qingguo, on the contrary, had more experience in large-scale troop operations and strongly supported the Military Commission's plan.

Pu Guanshui could well understand this explanation. He nodded and said, "That's true, but I wonder if the fire density will drop significantly?"

"That depends on the final fire configuration the Military Commission comes up with. If they only cut pure infantry units, or reduce the number of grassroots units but allocate more automatic weapons to front-line units, a reduction in unit size does not mean a reduction in firepower. Small units also mean less logistical pressure." Despite calling himself a "clodhopper," Chai Qingguo showed no lack of confidence when discussing military matters.

The two commanders became interested as soon as they talked about military issues, especially Pu Guanshui. As the general commander of the military administration in Beijing, he was relying entirely on what he had learned in the base areas to govern the large city of Beijing. The fact that no problems had arisen so far did not mean he truly enjoyed the position. Being able to talk about military matters at this level with a commander like Chai Qingguo allowed his long-repressed energy to finally find an outlet; he was actually more interested than Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo, however, had come from afar and was exhausted from the journey. After talking for two hours, he felt quite tired. He laughed and said, "Commander Pu, is this how you treat a guest? At least let me have a bite to eat first."

"Yes, yes, yes! Look at me, I completely forgot." Pu Guanshui apologized quickly.

After porridge, pickles, steamed buns, and stir-fried greens with minced meat were served, Chai Qingguo looked at the red dates in the porridge and smiled. "It's been a long time since I had porridge like this. It reminds me of the year Gengzi (1900) in Beijing, sigh..."

Pu Guanshui also smiled. "Old Chai, I heard people say you once had a falling out with Chairman Chen in Beijing."

Chai Qingguo said nostalgically, "Let's not mention that. Back then, Chairman Chen was also cautious. He clearly didn't take the people in Beijing seriously, yet he insisted on some organizational discipline to test me. I was young and couldn't stand that crap. So we had a row. Only now do I know that organizational discipline is no joking matter."

"I heard the person causing trouble in Beijing back then was named Zheng Wenjie?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"Now that you mention it, I remember his name. Commander Pu, how did you know?" Chai Qingguo was very surprised.

Pu Guanshui burst into laughter. "Do you think those people on the Internal Affairs Committee are pushovers? As a Beiyang member who surrendered to us, Zheng Wenjie's files are quite interesting."

"Don't mention that. I don't want to see this person," Chai Qingguo said, putting away his smile. "I hold grudges too, so it's best not to meet."

"Understood," Pu Guanshui replied. In fact, he hadn't noticed this either; it was the comrades below who, knowing Chai Qingguo was coming to Beijing, had pulled this person's file separately for Pu Guanshui to see. Pu didn't quite understand if that comrade was being meticulous or if they wanted Chai Qingguo to take revenge on the person. But Pu didn't want Chai Qingguo to get involved in such matters at all. Seeing Chai Qingguo clearly state that he didn't want to see Zheng Wenjie, he felt somewhat relieved.

After eating and resting for a while, Pu Guanshui and Chai Qingguo began discussing the future situation again. If not for the reorganization, Pu Guanshui would have merged with Chai Qingguo's Henan military region forces after restoring order in Beijing. The Central Military Commission's next target was the Northeast. To advance into the Northeast, they first had to deal with the remaining enemies in Hebei.

But with the reorganization work inserted, the military operations became difficult to manage. This was also something Pu Guanshui found very strange. "Doesn't the Military Commission fear that the foreigners will arm these Beiyang troops?"

"Pah! Commander Pu, tell me honestly, just how much equipment have you captured?" Chai Qingguo had a look of disdain on his face.

"This..." Pu Guanshui fell silent. He had captured at least enough equipment to arm 300,000 people. Especially the artillery, which made Pu Guanshui wake up smiling in his dreams.

"See, you're not talking now," Chai Qingguo laughed. "So the Beiyang Army is simply not a problem. The foreigners have no money to pay their salaries. The Beiyang Army won't last long. I'm only worried about one thing: the British will definitely not let this go so easily. Although now is not the time for troop reorganization, the benefits after reorganization are great. First, each province can station a corps. Second, there will be mobile units that can be thrown into any battle at any time. My coming this time also has some other reasons. The Party Central Committee said long ago that Handan should be treated as an important location for a steel group. Once Handan Steel is built, it can immediately relieve Beiyang's industrial pressure. With so much equipment, we'll suffer greatly in combat without railways. Not to mention anything else, if the Handan Steel Group can produce 30,000 tons of rail steel a year, how many railways can we build? Once we have railways, everything will be easy."

"Building a steel plant is not that easy," Pu Guanshui was not optimistic.

"Whether it's easy or not is one thing, but I can tell you privately that the blast furnaces, steelmaking furnaces, and technical experts have already arrived in Handan. I reckon they've probably already started work," Chai Qingguo said in a low voice.

"What?" Pu Guanshui was shocked.

"It's nothing to be surprised about. If we can't build big furnaces, starting with small 20-ton ones is no problem, right? If we can't produce steel rails, starting with iron rails from the mines to the ironworks is no problem, right? Wasn't the Zaozhuang Ironworks built that way? If we can't build machines, producing farm tools is surely fine? When we carry out land reform and can distribute iron farm tools, that will be more effective than giving out money," Chai Qingguo laughed.
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Pu Guanshui and Chai Qingguo were discussing the recent land reforms and industrial construction in Hebei when an intelligence officer handed them a telegram. The contents startled them: "Effective immediately, cease all food supplies to the Japanese barracks along the Beijing to Shanhaiguan line. If the Japanese make inquiries, tell them the price of grain is five silver yuan per jin, with a shipping fee of ten kilograms of gold."

According to the provisions of the Boxer Protocol, the Great Powers not only extorted 450 million taels of silver from the Qing government but also imposed many harsh conditions. One of these was that foreign troops could be stationed at twelve strategic points along the railway from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. At the time, they were called the "Qing China Garrison Army," but in 1912, the name was changed to the "China Garrison Army." Because these troops were stationed in North China, they were commonly known as the "North China Garrison Army," and since their headquarters were in Tianjin, they were also referred to as the "Tianjin Garrison Army."

Tianjin was still in the hands of the Beiyang remnants, but the People's Party had already surrounded all the foreign garrison sites outside of Tianjin. They hadn't just drawn white lines outside the barracks; they had also cordoned them off with ropes, with sentries patrolling day and night with wolfhounds. This directive from the Central Committee was clearly intended to drive the Japanese troops in China into a dead end.

"Are we going to beat the dogs now?!" Chai Qingguo said excitedly. He hated the Japanese to the core. During the suppression of the Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sandu uprisings by the Eight-Nation Alliance and Yuan Shikai, the Japanese had played a major role.

Pu Guanshui completely agreed with Chai Qingguo's sentiment. He had also fought the Japanese in Shandong and Qingdao. The Japanese naval guns had caused significant casualties to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui had no intention of letting that grudge go lightly. "To beat a dog, you have to consider its master. This time, we're beating the dog specifically for the master to see. We have to make sure we beat this Japanese dog thoroughly." After saying this, Pu Guanshui gave a cold laugh.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already surrounded the various foreign garrison sites. The daily food supply provided was only 150 grams of flour per person. This supply had only lasted for two days. The Japanese garrison in China consisted of about 400 men, stationed along the railway line from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. After ten or so days of encirclement, the Japanese army's food reserves were already in a critical state. On August 25th, these Japanese troops were suddenly informed that their food supplies would be completely cut off starting that day. Telegram communication between the Japanese garrison and their legation had also been severed at this time, and the Japanese troops immediately panicked. They promptly sent representatives to the surrounding Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units to ask what was going on.

The unit encircling these 400 Japanese soldiers was a battalion. The battalion commander was a man from Shandong who already had a deep-seated dislike for the Japanese. Upon hearing the Japanese representative's inquiry, he replied with a cold sneer, "Nothing special. We're just not giving you anything to eat. Is that so hard to understand?"

"If there's no food, what are we supposed to do?" the Japanese representative demanded.

The battalion commander felt the Japanese were being quite thick-skinned. He replied with a smile, "Don't worry. Medical science has proven that as long as you have water to drink, you won't die even if you starve for more than ten days." This was content covered in the army's physiology education classes.

Hearing the commander's nonchalant tone, the Japanese representative obviously did not share his optimism. "Is this a declaration of war against the Great Empire of Japan?"

Upon hearing this threat, the battalion commander's face immediately darkened. "If we fought our way to Japan, that would be a declaration of war. You Japanese came to China. On Chinese land, we Chinese call the shots. You'll do exactly what we tell you to do. What's with all this nonsense?"

The Japanese representative was instantly enraged. "Baka!" he couldn't help but shout.

The troops had all received some basic foreign language education; an army that doesn't understand the enemy's language has no future—this was one of the principles of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's education. Insults are always the easiest words to learn in any language. The battalion commander's eyes widened as he stood up. "What did you say to me?"

The political commissar quickly restrained the battalion commander. "No physical violence against diplomatic personnel. That's discipline."

The battalion commander hurriedly sat back down. This matter had been discussed in the Party committee meeting before receiving the Japanese representative. Knowing he couldn't actually strike the Japanese, the commander had resorted to such biting sarcasm. If he were allowed to fight, he would have already ordered his troops to wipe out these 400-odd "Japanese devils" long ago.

After chasing the troublesome Japanese representative out of the camp, the battalion commander ordered his troops to step up patrols from then on. Any Japanese provocation was to be met with gunfire first and questions later. To the commander's surprise, after that one outburst, the Japanese troops actually stayed quietly in their barracks, cowering inside. This made the commander even more nervous. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, if things got too quiet, it usually meant something big was about to happen.

By September 1st, the Japanese troops were still motionless in their barracks, which made the commander even more uneasy. He quickly sent a report to the newly formed Hebei Military Region in Beijing and requested instructions on what to do next.

Also on September 1st, a meeting was being held in the Legation Quarter. The ministers of the Entente powers gathered at the British Legation to discuss their next move. These ministers were feeling quite dejected. In the past, if a situation like this arose—or even before it reached this point—if any Chinese government dared to take action against foreigners, the British fleet would have arrived to demonstrate force. Now, the British Yangtze fleet was blocked at the gates of the People's Party in Wuhan, helpless against the People's Party's naval mines. They could neither attack nor leave. Before the legations were blocked, the British minister had already received news: the People's Party had been conducting naval mine attack exercises in multiple sections of the Yangtze River. If the British fleet left Wuhan, they would be unable to return. Thus, if only to maintain their presence, the British Yangtze fleet could not retreat.

Meanwhile, the German commerce raiders were currently causing havoc in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, which was a massive headache for the British. More importantly, the Beiyang Army, which Britain had spent huge sums of money to support, had vanished into thin air in such a short time. Britain's massive investments had gone down the drain. As the ministers who had supported this policy, their future in Britain was destined to be bleak.

Amidst this gloom, the Japanese minister managed to maintain some vitality. Seeing the British and French ministers so dispirited, the Japanese minister offered his suggestion: "Our Japanese fleet can shell Chinese coastal cities to deal a heavy blow to the People's Party!"

The British minister truly lacked the energy to mock such a foolish proposal. The People's Party's actions now seemed extremely cunning. They never exposed their strength in areas where the enemy held an advantage, such as the coastal regions. With the People's Party's strength, it wasn't impossible for them to seize Shanghai. However, up until now, they had consistently ignored Shanghai, the largest trade and tax-revenue city in China. The British fleet could attack Shanghai at any time, but once they entered the Yangtze, even the most powerful warships were at a loss against naval mines.

So far, the only way to strike at the People's Party was to dispatch land forces for an offensive. Thinking of this, the British minister's gaze toward the Japanese minister held an even greater sense of disdain. Japan had the most to say on this matter. The annihilation of the Kyushu Division had proven everything. The British minister now understood the combat effectiveness of the Beiyang Army against the People's Party. But this didn't give him a higher opinion of Japan. Even now, the British minister saw nothing in the Japanese army that inspired hope when facing the People's Party as an enemy.

The French minister remained silent. The European theater was primarily unfolding in France. News from France indicated that in the spring of 1915, the Anglo-French forces had taken advantage of the main German forces being concentrated on the Eastern Front to launch two offensives in Champagne and Artois. However, because they used old tactics and lacked strong fire support, they were successfully repelled by the Germans, suffering heavy casualties instead. In April of that year, the Germans counterattacked and used poison gas for the first time, causing even greater losses for both sides. As a result, on the Western Front in 1915, the Anglo-French forces suffered a million casualties, while the Germans lost 610,000, yet the war remained in a stalemate.

Such a horrific situation was something France had never imagined before the war. Now, with France under total mobilization, its own manpower was insufficient. How could it have the strength to suppress a Chinese revolution from ten thousand miles away?

The Russian minister also remained silent. Russia's strategy toward China was to avoid getting involved with Britain and France as much as possible, instead taking the opportunity of China's decline to seize what they could. Currently, the Eastern Front where Russia was located had gradually become the focus of the European war, and Russia was struggling to organize its army for a counteroffensive. Since the People's Party had demonstrated such strength, heavily damaging Japan and crushing the Beiyang forces on its own, the Russians hoped the People's Party would just stop at Hebei. If such a military force reached the Sino-Russian border, it would be an absolute disaster for Russia. The Russians were never ones to stick their necks out at a time like this.

As for countries like the Netherlands and Belgium, they were essentially irrelevant. Whether they spoke or not made no difference. Thus, they wisely kept their mouths shut.

The Japanese minister belonged to the Army faction. Now that the Navy faction was in power, the Army faction was having a hard time. If the various ministers in China could be convinced to make demands of Japan, the Army faction's influence would greatly increase. Furthermore, the Japanese minister had an even more beautiful scheme. If Japan could dispatch troops to China with the support of various nations, once the European war ended, the Entente powers would strongly support Japan. At that time, Japan could truly bite off a few pieces of China. For instance, the entirety of Manchuria and Mongolia, and perhaps even a large stake in Hebei and Shandong.

Seeing that the ministers of the Entente powers remained silent, the Japanese minister spoke up loudly, "Gentlemen, the People's Party is now violating international treaties and committing illegal acts against us. We should be able to intervene in Chinese affairs according to the treaties. Our current number of troops in China is not small, and we have Tianjin as a base. The People's Party has just captured Beijing and is not yet firmly established. We should be able to engage in effective combat."

"So, should we have the German garrison in China lead the charge and find a German to be the commander?" The French minister had long been annoyed by the Japanese minister's agitation. Hearing him incite the various foreign garrisons to join the fight, he couldn't help but mock him.

Whether they were from the Entente or the Central Powers, the People's Party treated all foreign garrisons the same, surrounding them all without distinction. Surprisingly, the German garrison had shown the least resistance. Even though Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government had promised to join the Entente after eliminating the People's Party, he hadn't pushed Germany to the brink. Since they had lost their territory in Qingdao, the German garrison was concentrated in Beijing. Even after the start of World War I, the legations and garrisons of the Entente and the Central Powers had not engaged in any direct confrontation. The core of the Eight-Nation Alliance was still intact.

The Japanese minister could naturally hear the mockery in the French minister's words, and his face immediately flushed red. However, he knew very well that if their master, Britain, had to choose favorites now, France would certainly rank above Japan. So, even after being insulted, the Japanese minister could only swallow his anger.

The meeting on September 1st produced no effective results. The Entente ministers all agreed that the People's Party's lawless behavior had to be stopped immediately. However, as for how to stop it and who would lead the effort, there was no discussion at all.

However, the report submitted by the battalion commander surrounding the Japanese garrison to the Hebei Military Region headquarters received a reply that same day: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would restore telegram communication between the Japanese garrison and the Japanese legation. Furthermore, the Japanese garrison had to be informed clearly and unmistakably.

Thus, on September 2nd, when the Entente ministers continued their meeting, the Japanese minister began to furiously denounce the People's Party and firmly stated that, in order to reach a consensus within the Entente, the Entente had an obligation to jointly declare war on the People's Party.

The British and French ministers were naturally aware that the price of grain in the Beijing city controlled by the People's Party was four or five times higher than in the Legation Quarter. They knew even better that the People's Party was doing this intentionally. Even so, the ministers were not moved by the Japanese minister's description of the Japanese garrison's starvation. The People's Party's tough stance was clearly "beating the dog for the master to see." If they truly wanted to eliminate the foreign garrisons, the People's Party wouldn't need to go to such trouble. With only 400 Japanese troops, the People's Party could wipe them out in a matter of minutes. Both the British and French ministers felt that the People's Party's actions had a deeper meaning, but the exact direction of that meaning required discussion. At this moment, the Japanese minister's histrionics were simply an eyesore.

Diplomatic meetings always had breaks. After enduring nearly an hour of the Japanese minister's raving, the Dutch minister proposed a recess. The British and French ministers naturally agreed. Then, the two of them entered a private room to discuss the matter.

The British minister tightly closed the door to the small meeting room before saying, "If the People's Party were willing to join the Entente..."

The French minister did not show much surprise. Even when the Yuan Shikai government had agreed to join the Entente, it had also demanded the full recovery of China's sovereignty. And Britain had not refused. The People's Party's current attitude toward the foreign garrisons was extremely tough, but toughness was just an outward appearance. In essence, the People's Party's actions could be described as "maintaining the status quo."

These matters had already been discussed many times within the French legation. France had discovered that if they stopped trying to dismember and partition China and instead interacted with China normally, the People's Party might even be easier to deal with than the Beiyang government. At least in terms of commercial exchange, the People's Party was a more reliable and wealthier partner than the Beiyang.

"You mean the People's Party is using Japan to force us to take a stand?" the French minister asked the British minister.



★


Collapse 8

Volume 5 - Chapter 120

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 120 Collapse (8)

Zhang Yu didn't talk much, but he loved to observe. It wasn't until the train entered Zhengzhou Station and he saw the massive marshalling yard with 36 tracks packed into the kilometer-wide platform, with steam locomotives spraying thick white smoke, sounding ear-piercing whistles, and rumbling in and out of Zhengzhou Station every few minutes, that Zhang Yu finally couldn't help but mutter something.

The comrades of the People's Party were all very young. Even Zhang Yu, the oldest veteran revolutionary in the diplomatic delegation, was less than 40 years old this year. Most of the other representatives were in their early twenties. The vast majority of these young comrades were taking a train for such a long distance for the first time. Seeing Zhang Yu speak, everyone asked what the Minister of Propaganda, Zhang Yu, had actually said.

"The Beijing-Guangzhou Railway is already saturated," Zhang Yu repeated to the young people.

The People's Party's Minister of Propaganda and the spokespersons of various departments had great authority, and they had the right to attend all meetings that required publicity. On this point, Chen Ke had always approved of the American system. The reason why the Central Propaganda Department was often seen as the "Palace of the King of Hell" or "Combat Power of Five scum" was perhaps largely because the duties of these people were "just to do propaganda." The propaganda department simply didn't know the intelligence collected by the decision-making mechanism and the problems encountered in discussions. Being completely in the dark and only knowing how to guess the thoughts of the higher-ups, it was absolutely impossible to do propaganda well.

"Minister Zhang, why do you say that?" These young comrades did not have Zhang Yu's experience of fully participating in economic construction, and they were not proficient in railway operations. They were puzzled by Zhang Yu's sigh. How could Zhang Yu make such a judgment just by looking at the number of trains entering and leaving?

Zhang Yu didn't want to complicate matters, so he said, "You can organize a special study on this matter later. Hurry up and relax your bodies. We still have to continue taking the train."

The train was definitely going to be late; this was completely unavoidable. For example, the train Zhang Yu was taking was more than two hours late, and this was still a relatively normal time. The Beijing-Guangzhou Railway was now full of materials being transported from south to north on every train. Not only the railway, but the ships on the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal controlled by the People's Party were also endless, and all transportation capacity was in a saturated state.

After the train started moving, the negotiation delegation resumed its regular meeting. Zhang Yu introduced the British diplomatic concept. "No permanent friends, only permanent interests." This sentence by 19th-century British Prime Minister Palmerston had become the foundation of British diplomacy. On this matter, the so-called "sense of shame" brought about by betraying teammates was not within the consideration of the British at all.

The People's Party's diplomatic attitude completely inherited Mao Zedong's diplomatic concepts. Historically, Mao Zedong's maneuvering in international politics was even more domineering. Only when it could be proven that the United States could not play without China would the United States extend an olive branch to China. Therefore, when China defended its own interests, it never cared about beating the United States heavily. Since the founding of New China in 1949, up to the 21st century, the only country that could beat the United Nations forces without suffering retaliation was China. The only country that had fought an actual war with the United States and could sit together with the United States as an equal, making the United States not mention the past events at all, was also China.

Even though these young people in the negotiation delegation were talents of the moment, it was not so easy for them to easily understand this thoroughly.

"Promoting peace through fighting?" This question was the most difficult to understand and also the most frequently asked.

"Whether fighting or peace, it is all for interests. The highest interest of China at present is China's independence and liberation. Whoever blocks our independence and liberation, we will fight to the end. However, we must understand why we are fighting. We are fighting Britain and Japan at this stage not to eliminate Britain or Japan, but to complete China's independence and liberation. If we talk about fighting and think about eliminating Britain and destroying Japan, that is failing to grasp the current principal contradiction. Everything is limited, so we cannot infinitely expand the contradiction." Zhang Yu repeatedly emphasized this matter.

However, this kind of thing was easy to say, but it was not so easy to really understand it and turn it into one's own principle of doing things. More than one comrade had expressed in public that since Britain and Japan were China's enemies, they should try every means to completely defeat these two countries, so as to avoid continuing to endure the troubles created by these countries in the future.

Zhang Yu said what he had to say, even if it was "clichéd." However, in his heart, Zhang Yu had already put these people on a blacklist. When this diplomatic work was over, Zhang Yu would kick them out of the team. Not only that, Zhang Yu was even considering whether to specifically note this matter in these people's resume files. Although people would grow, most of the time, once they had the mindset of "Left" adventurism, it was extremely difficult to reverse it. For human beings, this attitude of being eager for quick success and trying to "avoid trouble" was often not because they deliberately wanted to do so, but a manifestation of human biological nature overriding social nature. This was an essential problem. It is easy to change mountains and rivers but hard to alter a person's nature. Only after painful lessons might there be a chance to change a person's essence. However, revolutionary work could not afford to pay such a high price for the growth of these comrades.

Of course, there were also geniuses who amazed Zhang Yu. A small number of comrades not only fully understood everything Zhang Yu said but were also able to draw inferences and use these laws to view the world.

"Strategically despise the enemy, do we have enough strength?" This question made Zhang Yu very satisfied. "How long can the red flag keep fighting?" This kind of question was something that only very sober people could ask. "If a country has no law-abiding families and worthy scholars inside, and no enemy countries and foreign plagues outside, the country will often perish!" The greater the pressure, the more it can erupt with unprecedented advanced nature. Of course, it cannot be ruled out that some people will shrink, fear, waver, and even collapse in the face of pressure. But revolution itself is a process of sifting sand from gold. In terms of the People's Party's system, there will definitely be comrades who can stand up to withstand the pressure and complete the task, constantly pushing the revolutionary cause forward. As a member of the Political Bureau, one of Zhang Yu's important responsibilities was to discover these comrades and entrust them with heavy responsibilities.

"All strength is based on self-construction. If we simply compare the British ruling class and their running dogs with our People's Party and our comrades, our People's Party is at a disadvantage. However, on this land of China, as long as we stand with the people and get the support of the people, we will definitely be able to win. Despise the enemy strategically, and take the enemy seriously tactically." Zhang Yu replied.

Zhang Yu had just answered a question that he was relatively satisfied with when another relatively childish question was raised, "What exactly do the British want?"

"What the British want is not important. The key is what the British can do. If we let them think, they want us Chinese to be slaves to the British, and they want our People's Party to sign more traitorous treaties than the Manchu Qing. But is this possible? So negotiation is a process of communication. What they say is not important. What is important is whether we can correctly tell the other party our position and conditions without ambiguity, and whether we ourselves can correctly understand the other party's thoughts and requirements. Regardless of whether the other party's thoughts are reasonable or whether the other party's requirements are ridiculous. We must strive to correctly understand the other party." Zhang Yu had to say this to all members, but what Zhang Yu really wanted to tell was actually just those few people. Because only those few people could possibly truly understand that the content Zhang Yu was talking about was not just a foreign diplomatic issue, but also a basic issue of being a person.

One reason Zhang Yu admired Chen Ke very much was that Chen Ke understood very well that the closer the comrades were, the more the string of class struggle had to be tightened. Because the conflict of interest between us and the enemy is already clear, while the conflict and cooperation between our own comrades are deeper and sharper. Among comrades, it is even more necessary to correctly convey one's own ideas and correctly understand the demands of comrades.

The ruling class is composed of laborers participating in social labor. Regardless of what position the rulers hold, in addition to inevitably participating in social labor, they must also cross the threshold of social nature overwhelming biological nature. Zhang Yu participated in the revolution for ten years before he truly understood the evil of the "feudal power distribution system." The existence of rulers is inevitable. The greatest evil of the "feudal power distribution system" is that it allows a large number of people whose biological nature overwhelms their social nature to become rulers, and solidifies this system.

However, Zhang Yu did not feel how wonderful this "awareness" was. Understanding this only made him feel lonelier. He had a clearer understanding of the hardships of labor. And many joys originally brought by "human nature" withered unknowingly. Only when seeing those young comrades whose social nature in their nature overwhelmed their biological nature would Zhang Yu truly feel joy. But it was precisely with these comrades that there was no need to discuss the transformation of human nature. Just discussing work would take up almost all the time.

"The British will definitely try to struggle. How will they test our bottom line?" This question, although lacking original thinking, was quite satisfactory.

Zhang Yu replied: "The Party Central Committee's view is that we should first see what reaction Britain's younger brother Japan will have. If Japan jumps happily, the British will remain silent for a while longer."

The reason why the People's Party internally wanted the heads of propaganda departments at all levels to participate in important meetings was to control propaganda and public opinion. If Zhang Yu had not participated in the foreign strategy meeting but relied entirely on his own guesses about how to do propaganda, Zhang Yu would certainly not have been able to understand at this time why the People's Party wanted to exert such great pressure on Japan.

Of course, the British and French ministers possessed a large amount of intelligence. Based on the current situation and interest relationships, their guesses about the People's Party were also correct. The People's Party just wanted to force Britain and France to declare their stand through Japan.

On September 3, 1915, the Hebei Military Region set off from Qinhuangdao, which had already been captured, and marched into Huludao and Suizhong. It put on a posture of marching into the Northeast.

Japan had seized significant rights and interests in Northeast China during the Russo-Japanese War, and their garrison was mainly stationed in the Northeast. The news of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army going north first made Zhang Zuolin, the Military Governor of Fengtian in the Northeast who had already learned the news of the collapse of the Beiyang government, panicked and living in fear all day long, and then it became known to Japan.

Since the annihilation of the Kyushu Division, the relationship between the People's Party and Japan had reached a freezing point. If the People's Party seized the Northeast, there was no need to imagine what the result would be for Japan in the Northeast. The Japanese minister was trapped in Beijing and could not send out news. However, the Japanese military headquarters and cabinet quickly received the news through Zhang Zuolin.

After less than a year of hard work, the Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet had initially stabilized Japan's economic situation, but the Army, which had been strictly restricted in military expenditure and other aspects, had long been unable to hold back. First came the collapse of the Beiyang government, followed by the possibility of the People's Party marching north into the Northeast. This news first made the Japanese military headquarters feel at a loss, and then the Ministry of Army completely exploded. The Ministry of Army, led by Katsura Taro, immediately demanded troops be sent to China, or at least to the Northeast.

The Navy Ministry naturally could not agree to such a request. After the last experience, the Navy knew very well that relying solely on naval guns could not capture Qingdao. Let alone that naval guns could not possibly blast Qingdao into ruins, even if they did, what good would it do?

Saionji Kinmochi simply quarreled directly with Katsura Taro in front of Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. "Katsura-kun! If we cannot make China cede territory and pay indemnities, any military strike is meaningless. Qingdao is important to the People's Party, but not to the point of being irreplaceable. The People's Party's vital areas are in Wuhan and Wuhu. But the Navy simply cannot drive warships into the Yangtze River!"

Katsura Taro first looked at Saionji Kinmochi with a sideways glance, and after a good while, he spat out a sentence full of contempt, "Coward!"

Saionji Kinmochi almost picked up the teacup in front of him and smashed it at Katsura Taro's head. He wasn't really doing it because he was scolded by Katsura Taro; anyway, they had scolded each other back and forth and it didn't matter anymore. The policy proposed by Katsura Taro was simply not something that Japan's current national strength could bear. What ten divisions entering the Northeast and completely controlling the situation in the Northeast? Even if Japan's national strength could bear a war of such scale, Saionji Kinmochi had profound doubts about the combat effectiveness of the Japanese Army. Katsura Taro's paranoia was almost indescribable to Saionji Kinmochi.

Suppressing his angry emotions, Saionji Kinmochi said as calmly as possible: "Has the average combat effectiveness of the Army now exceeded that of the Kyushu Division?"

Now it was Katsura Taro's turn to have veins bulging on his forehead. The annihilation of the Kyushu Division by the People's Party was absolutely not to be mentioned in the Japanese Army Ministry. Being poked in the sore spot by his political opponent in such an understated tone, Katsura Taro could find no words to refute.

And Saionji Kinmochi had no intention of stopping. He continued: "Katsura-kun, war speaks of favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions. Now, even if we send troops to Manchuria, winter is coming soon, which is extremely unfavorable for troop operations. This is not possessing favorable climatic conditions. The People's Party are Chinese after all, and they are considered half-locals in Manchuria, while the vast majority of our troops have never been to Manchuria. This is not possessing favorable geographical conditions. As for Zhang Zuolin, he will certainly resist the People's Party, but if the Japanese Army enters Manchuria to fight, it is impossible to get Zhang Zuolin's sincere support. If you make Zhang Zuolin feel that regardless of whether Japan or the People's Party wins, the result will be swallowing Manchuria, who do you think Zhang Zuolin will choose to support? This is not possessing favorable human conditions. I do not want to mock the Army Ministry, and I also believe in the bravery of the Army Ministry. But is now really the time to send troops?"

Takahashi Korekiyo knew very well that he was elected as Prime Minister and did not seize the position of Prime Minister by his own power. Whether it was Katsura Taro or Saionji Kinmochi, their conversation was actually not something Takahashi Korekiyo could interrupt. Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo still agreed very much with Saionji Kinmochi's views and frank attitude in his heart.

Katsura Taro was not a complete maniac who didn't know good from bad. Seeing Saionji Kinmochi's attitude so serious, Katsura Taro was silent for a moment and then said in a deep voice: "These difficulties do indeed exist. But Saionji-kun, if we don't intervene now, do you think we will still have a chance to intervene in the future?"

This question also touched the key point. Saionji Kinmochi lowered his gaze slightly and fell into silence.
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Japan's rise in the late 19th century was legendary, with one of the biggest factors being China's decline. Another reason was Japan's active or passive reliance on the world's leading power as a godfather. At least in Chen Ke's era, the United States had stationed troops in Japan for nearly 70 years, and the vast majority of Japanese people lived their entire lives in a Japan with foreign garrisons.

In 1915, after Japan won the Russo-Japanese War, it began attempting to break free from British control. At the very least, the Army Ministry was vigorously trying to shake off dependence on Britain. The Navy Ministry, on the other hand, had deep affection for Britain. After all, Japan's shipbuilding industry still required a massive amount of technical support from Britain.

Although the British godfather was still around, the other element of Japan's rise—China's continued decline—had been interrupted by the extremely unexpected rise of the People's Party. War, the method Japan had repeatedly used against China with success, met with complete failure in Qingdao. And since the People's Party fought Britain without breaking relations, Britain had not yet let Japan take action. Now that the People's Party had made clear its attitude about marching into the Northeast, Japan's upper echelons indeed faced an extremely difficult choice.

It wasn't that Katsura Taro didn't know the difficulties Japan would encounter if it intervened in the Chinese civil war now. But if they didn't intervene now, would the time be right when the People's Party completely occupied the Northeast just as they had occupied Shandong? Katsura Taro obviously didn't think so.

"Even if the timing now isn't good, we still have a chance. Even if we send troops to China, we won't encounter opposition from the Allied Powers," Katsura Taro said seriously. "I know Saionji-kun believes that after the war in Europe ends, the Allied Powers will conduct a general reckoning with the People's Party. But at that time, it will be at most a new Eight-Nation Alliance situation. If Japan sends the most troops, what will we gain?"

"But at least we won't risk failure," Saionji Kinmochi replied with a firm attitude. "Japan has never faced a major power alone. We have always had clear support from all sides. In the current situation, we seemingly can get support from the Allied Powers, but this support will be very limited. In the Russo-Japanese War, we won only by raising huge amounts of funds. Takahashi-kun played a magnificent role in that. But what actual support can we get right now? Even if the British Far East Fleet can provide some support, we don't need that bit of support from them at all right now. War funds, military strength, even political support. We can't get anything right now. If we win, we only maintain the status quo. If we lose, it won't just be China's Northeast; the war will very likely reach Korea."

Katsura Taro had originally been able to converse with Saionji Kinmochi relatively calmly, but hearing Saionji's steadfast attitude, he became somewhat impatient. "Saionji-kun, which of the Imperial Kingdom's victories wasn't achieved under circumstances of extreme risk? Moreover, the People's Party has no navy. Even if we fail, we'll merely have another Sino-Japanese War in Korea."

Saionji Kinmochi was amused by Katsura Taro's words. "Katsura-kun, do you think the Manchu Qing army can compare to the People's Party's army?"

"..." This question really hit Katsura Taro's weak spot, and he had to fall silent again. The silence only lasted a moment before Katsura Taro said firmly, "Saionji-kun, we cannot *not* send troops now. On this matter, I believe you can still understand."

This time it was Saionji Kinmochi's turn to stay silent. One reason he opposed Katsura Taro's opinion was certainly the struggle between the Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry, but another reason was that Saionji was very worried about the odds of success. But returning to the question of whether they should send troops, Saionji had to admit that Japan indeed had a necessity to send troops now. Even based on the fact that the Japanese Army very likely could not defeat the People's Party, sending troops now was actually a better timing than sending troops later.

While in this dilemma, Saionji Kinmochi finally "remembered" Takahashi Korekiyo, who had been sitting quietly to the side. He turned and asked, "Takahashi-kun, what are your thoughts on sending troops?"

Takahashi Korekiyo knew clearly that he was just a bystander, at most a landlord providing the meeting venue. He absolutely hadn't expected Saionji Kinmochi to ask him. Even though Takahashi was currently the Prime Minister, he knew very well that he was just a transitional Prime Minister here to temporarily solve Japan's economic problems. Once Japan's economic problems were alleviated, he could step down at any time.

Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't plan to stay completely out of it. This wasn't just about him taking office with Saionji Kinmochi's support, nor just because Takahashi himself was quite opposed to meaningless wars, especially this kind of gambling war. After thinking for a moment, Takahashi said, "There was a sentence Saionji-kun said just now that I think is very important. If we don't send troops, the People's Party may not dare to attack Korea, but if war starts, Korea may not necessarily escape attack."

As Japan's current colony, especially with the mining in northern Korea, Korea was very important to Japan. Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to drag Korea into it because of the war.

After hearing this, Katsura Taro suddenly sneered. "Saionji-kun, the Navy has always been at sea, and I'm afraid you don't have as much intelligence on the land. Did you know that Miyazaki Toten has been contacting Korean rebels?"

"What?" Saionji Kinmochi was surprised by the sudden news.

"Saionji-kun can go investigate this matter freely. This isn't a story I fabricated to deceive everyone. Miyazaki Toten, that unpatriotic traitor, has joined the People's Party and is dedicated to winning over Korean rebels. What do you think the People's Party's purpose is in doing this? Is it not to seize Korea? Why else would they go to such trouble?" Katsura Taro spoke quite relaxed. Since he had figured out the Navy faction's bottom line during the conversation, Katsura already had confidence in his strategy. The Navy Ministry might not be willing to rashly intervene in Chinese affairs, but the Navy faction absolutely could not tolerate losing Korea.

Saionji Kinmochi knew very well that the People's Party's power had always been in central and southern China. This was the first time he had heard that the People's Party had intervened in Korean affairs. He looked at Katsura Taro suspiciously, strongly suspecting that Katsura had casually fabricated this news. for a figure like Katsura Taro, making up fake news to sound real wasn't difficult.

However, the mocking expression on Katsura Taro's face looked genuine no matter how one looked at it. This extremely unfriendly attitude actually gave Katsura Taro's words more credibility.

Katsura Taro laughed. "Saionji-kun, if the People's Party really wants to seize Korea, I would very much like to know the Navy Ministry's view."

Saionji Kinmochi didn't respond at all to Katsura Taro's provocative statement.

Although he didn't intentionally think this way, Katsura Taro felt that through this matter, the opportunity for the Army faction to once again lead the direction of Japanese political policy had finally arrived. And it didn't even require the drastic method of changing the Prime Minister. He couldn't help but glance at the somewhat bewildered current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo. Although Takahashi wasn't a man of the Army Ministry, Katsura still quite admired Takahashi's skills and ability in finance. If Takahashi Korekiyo were willing to join the Army faction, Katsura wouldn't mind letting Takahashi serve as Prime Minister for two more years.

Katsura Taro wasn't lying. The Army Ministry had received quite a few such reports in the past two years. From the Army Ministry's perspective, these Korean rebels couldn't actually stir up much trouble, and the People's Party was still thousands of miles away from Korea, so they hadn't treated this information as a big deal. In fact, Korea not only had rebels inclined towards China but also some inclined towards Russia. The Korean rebels who had turned to the Russians were actually more threatening.

Now this intelligence finally had a use. Without waiting for the Navy Ministry's factual investigation, the Army Ministry took the initiative to start promoting "forceful intervention in the Chinese situation" within the Japanese government. The People's Party's actions to plot for Korea were extremely clear, and the distance between the People's Party controlled areas and Korea had changed from thousands of miles to a few hundred miles.

For the Japanese upper echelons, whether they supported war or peace, there could be no compromise on the Korean issue. As Japan's first colony, Korea provided raw materials, markets, and manpower to Japan. Since the People's Party had cut off Japan's opportunity to obtain iron ore from China's Yangtze River basin, the iron mines in northern Korea had become Japan's largest source of ore. Starting in 1911, Japan stepped up mineral exploration in Korea. In 1912, they began investing in mining in northern Korea. The People's Party's attempt to seize Korea touched the interests of the entire Japanese government, military, and capitalists.

Japan was already full of hostility toward the People's Party, and now they were "enraged." Katsura Taro's proposal to "intervene in the Chinese civil war and ensure Japan's actual control over Northeast China" quickly received considerable support within Japan. Katsura Taro was quite satisfied with the political wind direction. Now what was needed was an excuse to incite public sentiment. However, as if a pie fell from the sky, an excuse appeared very quickly.

After the People's Party finally provided telegraph services to the legations of various countries in Beijing, and especially after they blockaded the Japanese garrison barracks in China but opened telegraph services for this army, the Japanese Legation began to strongly protest to the People's Party's "Beijing Occupation Force." Katsura Taro immediately ordered Japanese newspapers to publicize this matter widely, and a considerable portion of the Japanese public was enraged! China, Japan's defeated opponent, dared to threaten and harm the lives of the Japanese army like this?!

Starting from September 6th, first Japanese patriotic youth "spontaneously took to the streets," followed by various forces instigated from behind taking to the streets to demonstrate, and advocating for war in papers and public opinion. On September 9th, the slogan "Punish the Violent Sina, Restore Peace" appeared in Japan.

While Japan began entering the preparation stage for war, People's Party representatives had already formally contacted the British and French ministers on September 4th. From the moment both sides sat at the negotiating table, they engaged in frank conversations and fully exchanged opinions. Britain naturally demanded that the People's Party recognize all treaties of the Manchu Qing, while the People's Party demanded the restoration of China's full sovereignty.

Of course, negotiations always started like this. The British didn't care, and Zhang Yu didn't care either. The representatives selected by Zhang Yu were all very young. Even though these young people knew this was an inevitable process, when the British representatives went through the routine of imperialist threats and intimidation, the young comrades were all quite angered by the British representatives.

Zhang Yu said cheerfully, "Isn't this quite normal? Don't be angry. It's still what I said before: don't listen to what they say, but watch what they do. I wonder if everyone noticed, but the British didn't mention trade issues at all?"

The young comrades had good memories, but they were afraid they hadn't paid attention to such things, so they read the meeting minutes again. Sure enough, apart from empty threats and a pile of other meaningless nonsense, the British representatives hadn't mentioned a single word about trade, let alone using the interruption of trade as a condition for blackmail.

Zhang Yu said seriously, "Comrades, since we have our own patriotism, we cannot despise or deny the patriotism of others. From the British Minister's perspective, seeking maximum benefit for Britain is his duty. Except for different standpoints, we are no different from the British Minister."

The next day, September 5th, the negotiations continued. The British Minister acted as if he had never made any demands yesterday; his standpoint hadn't changed, but the content of the discussion was vastly different. Britain asked the People's Party representatives if the People's Party would be willing to accept the treaties signed between Yuan Shikai and the Allied Powers. Zhang Yu, also acting as if nothing had happened yesterday, expressed with a bright attitude, "We agree to join the Allied Powers, but we cannot provide troops militarily. We can only provide twenty thousand military doctors and nurses."

The British Minister was stunned by this reply. Before the negotiation, the British Minister had considered that the People's Party, leveraging their victory over the Beiyang forces, might make various unreasonable demands, or even threaten to join the Central Powers. He precisely hadn't expected that the People's Party's diplomatic philosophy would be so mature and rational. However, in the agreement signed between the British Minister and Beiyang, Beiyang had agreed to provide over five hundred thousand troops. When it came to the People's Party, five hundred thousand troops turned into twenty thousand military doctors and nurses. The gap was simply too large.

Of course, military doctors and nurses were also very important. For the war, the Allied Powers had conscripted a large number of doctors, and according to the news the British Minister received, this had a considerable negative impact on medical care in the British homeland.

The People's Party's performance was too unexpected, and the British representatives proposed a temporary recess. Zhang Yu agreed.

"The European war is an unjust war between imperialist countries. Why should we join the Allied Powers?" The young comrades were very puzzled by this.

Zhang Yu replied, "The victor of this war will inevitably dominate the world situation. China's future can no longer be closed-door isolationism, so we must participate. Of course, we have no reason to sacrifice the lives of Chinese soldiers for an unjust imperialist war. We can only provide medical help."

"Minister Zhang, Japan is a member of the Allied Powers. Why should we continue to provoke them? If we join the Allied Powers, we will have absolutely no chance to go to war with Japan," Li Runshi asked.

Zhang Yu smiled. "If we don't prove we can fight better than Japan, the Allied Powers won't value us at all. Only by fighting Japan can we leave the Allied Powers with one less helper. This is more beneficial for us joining the Allied Powers. So only by defeating Japan can we prove that we can create bigger problems for the Allied Powers in the Far East."

Li Runshi wasn't satisfied by Zhang Yu's answer. He pressed, "Even if the Allied Powers give up on the Far East, it won't have too big an impact on the entire European war effort. And if China becomes completely hostile to the Allied Powers, after the European war ends, we will be in an extremely disadvantageous position. Unless there is some turning point that allows the Allied Powers to ignore our war with Japan. Minister Zhang, where exactly is this turning point?"

Zhang Yu nodded with gratification. "Chairman Chen has his own plans for this, but regarding the specific turning point, the Central Committee can only wait and see for now. However, going to war with Japan is the Central Committee's decision, so this matter doesn't need to be discussed further. We just need to complete the work at hand."
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As intelligence controls on the various legations in Beijing were gradually relaxed, news of Japan's increasingly hardline stance toward China also reached the Allied legations in Beijing. The atmosphere inside the British Legation regarding this new development was quite subtle.

"Has the People's Party already considered this matter, which is why they haven't discussed the British government's recognition of the People's Party government at all?" Sir Humphrey spoke rather directly as he asked.

"Non-recognition isn't a bad thing right now." The British Minister himself actually had the courage to break a cracked pot. After all, the situation hadn't reached the worst possible point. In terms of the results of the talks with the People's Party, the current situation was very likely to be that the People's Party would take over political power in China and join the Allied Powers. The only problem lay in the fact that the British government would likely be unable to recover all its investments in the Beiyang regime, and would not receive military support from the People's Party. Medical corps and nurses belonged to technical branches. The People's Party had released a large number of Beiyang captives, and Britain had privately investigated these captives. According to Britain's findings, the medical standards of the People's Party's military doctors could absolutely not be called poor. Compared to Britain's top surgeons, there was a gap, but compared to the average British level, they were above the passing line. Not to mention that the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was also a chemist and pharmacologist.

That a change in China's regime would not result in it becoming a member of the Central Powers at least covered the British Minister's bottom line. What the British Legation had to do now was just to bargain as much as possible to reduce losses. At this moment, Japan waging war against the People's Party appeared to be quite a problem. According to the Allied agreement, if Japan declared war on the People's Party, Britain also had an obligation to declare war on the People's Party. However, in such times, Britain still had a loophole to exploit. The People's Party was not a legal Chinese government recognized by the world's nations. The Allied Powers were a military alliance against the Central Powers; this alliance had no obligation to declare war on a non-governmental organization.

"What if Japan is defeated? What should we do? At that time, Japan will certainly ask us to support Japan," Sir Humphrey was somewhat troubled.

"If it really comes to that step, we will just support Japan's demands," the British Minister replied decisively. "It is already meaningless for us to continue mediating this matter. Moreover, even if we mediated, Japan would absolutely not let the matter rest. So if we support Japan cleanly and efficiently when the time comes, it will actually save us a lot of trouble. Besides, it is that bunch back home who will ultimately decide this matter."

Sir Humphrey had originally wanted to persuade him further, but after hearing the Minister's words, he also cleanly gave up his own ideas.

Japan's attitude toward the People's Party not only gave various countries and forces their own ideas, but a small group of people in Japan also had fierce debates about it. The Tongmenghui's headquarters had now returned to Tokyo, Japan. Unlike before, the current Tokyo didn't have many Chinese students; there weren't even many Chinese people. Ten years ago, in 1905 when Sun Yat-sen arrived in Tokyo, welcoming crowds filled the streets. International students cheered, striving to see with their own eyes what kind of person the famous revolutionary, the Sun Wen wanted and struck by the Qing court, actually was.

Now, after a series of revolutions, a "revolutionary senior" like Sun Wen had nothing distinctive about him at all. Not only that, the Guangfu Society's party purge launched by Cai Yuanpei had swept from the Guangfu Society to the populace, from Zhejiang to Fujian and Guangdong. The Tongmenghui had suffered heavy losses in the purge. Southern Tongmenghui members who fled to Sun Yat-sen cried as they said: "Not one in ten survives! Our Tongmenghui members in Guangdong don't even have one in ten surviving."

Of course, Sun Yat-sen's current status was also different from before. With Yuan Shikai, Sun Yat-sen had at least become a Member of Parliament and even the Vice Minister of Railways. Although the money Yuan Shikai gave Sun Yat-sen to survey railway routes had all been used by Sun Yat-sen on Tongmenghui party affairs, the Tongmenghui now had fewer than a hundred members in Japan, so the money in Sun Yat-sen's hands could still hold out.

Wang Jingwei had once followed White Wolf of Henan to stage an uprising. After the People's Party occupied Henan, they immediately implemented land reform, and most of White Wolf's subordinates ran home to share land and farm. In the People's Party's subsequent bandit suppression campaign, Wang Jingwei and White Wolf had to flee to Shaanxi. White Wolf was a famous figure in the underworld and soon became a figure in the Shaanxi Gelaohui (Society of Elder Brothers). Wang Jingwei didn't understand how to deal with these greenwood figures. With no other choice, he ran back to Guangdong. Then he went to Japan to temporarily avoid disaster. It was only when Sun Yat-sen had to run to Japan to "inspect" because he had embezzled railway survey funds that the two met again.

And the change in Japan's strategy toward China allowed Wang Jingwei to see a tremendous opportunity. "President Sun, Japanese friends mentioned something. Now the Beiyang civilian government has already been captured by the People's Party. Currently, among figures of ministerial rank, there is only you alone. Therefore, some Japanese friends believe it is necessary for you to rebuild the Republican government. You are now the highest-ranking government official of the Republic still in existence; only you have the qualification to rebuild the government of the Republic of China."

Hu Hanmin and the others around were all staunch supporters of Sun Yat-sen. Hearing Wang Jingwei's words, their eyes lit up, even though this proposal sounded ridiculous no matter how one listened to it. As a revolutionary pioneer against the Qing, Sun Yat-sen had always been in a hostile stance with Yuan Shikai. Later, Yuan Shikai had consistently made things difficult for Sun Yat-sen. Even when Yuan Shikai finally showed leniency to Sun Yat-sen, letting him be an MP and Vice Minister of Railways, that wasn't because Yuan Shikai had any goodwill toward Sun Yat-sen personally. That action was firstly a "buying horse bones with a thousand gold" gesture to serve as a model to win over other parties. Secondly, for Sun Yat-sen personally, it was even a kind of contemptuous charity.

But at this time, because of Sun Yat-sen's official position as a ministerial-level cadre in the Beiyang government, he had instead become the "most legitimate" successor to the Beiyang government. The ridiculousness within this really forced one to use the phrase "fortune makes fools of people" to describe it.

Sun Yat-sen did not utter a sound. Everyone around could see that Sun Yat-sen was indeed considering this matter very seriously. Those sitting here were the true diehards of the Tongmenghui—Wang Jingwei, Hu Hanmin, Chen Qimei, Wang Boling, Dai Jitao—all were Sun Yat-sen's staunch supporters. However, these people's support for Sun Yat-sen was also in the hope that Sun Yat-sen could continue to rise politically. Now this news brought back by Wang Jingwei excited them endlessly. One must know, Sun Yat-sen had always hoped to receive clear support from the Japanese government, but the Japanese government had never given Sun Yat-sen clear support. Now it seemed Japan's attitude was about to make a 180-degree turn.

"Duke Zhongshan, since Japan has this intention, I feel we might as well discuss this matter with Japan," Hu Hanmin advised. "Many opportunities are fleeting. Yuan Shikai did not rely on the Hundred Days' Reform to come to power. When Chen Ke came to power, however, he relied on Xu Xilin's recommendation. Such opportunities looked not very good at the time, but without the opportunity, it is absolutely impossible. In Shanghai, Chen Ke first studied under Yan Fu, and when he arrived in Beijing, he had Yuan Shikai act as matchmaker. Among the people under Chen Ke, more than half were recruited when he was in Shanghai and Beijing. But this does not equate to Chen Ke not overthrowing the Beiyang government now."

As soon as these words came out, everyone else nodded repeatedly. Although everyone knew Sun Yat-sen and the Beiyang government were not on the same path at all, this was not the time to act on impulse.

Seeing Sun Yat-sen still silent, everyone was anxious in their hearts. Chen Qimei stepped forward wanting to speak again, but was interrupted by Sun Yat-sen waving his hand. "The Japanese never count their words. In the past, it was always us begging them. Now since Japan has found us first, we might as well wait for them to explain things clearly."

Only then did everyone understand Sun Yat-sen's meaning. Sun Yat-sen hadn't considered whether he was willing to cooperate with Japan at all; his thoughts had long since skipped past this juncture. What Sun Yat-sen was considering now was how to ensure the success of this cooperation.

Chen Qimei immediately changed the topic. "Everyone, let me say something. Since we have long known Japan's moral character, we must absolutely not contact Japan privately this time. Yuan Shikai has always been known for strictness, and the People's Party's Chen Ke simply shouts about iron discipline. In this matter, we absolutely must not repeat past mistakes. If everyone goes to contact the Japanese, it will only make the Japanese look down on us."

These words were really reasonable, and the circle of people around Sun Yat-sen all nodded in agreement. Wang Jingwei nodded while glancing at Chen Qimei with a look containing malice. This time it was the Japanese who found Wang Jingwei first to talk about this. Everyone knew Chen Qimei was Sun Yat-sen's true confidant. Chen Qimei spoke nicely, but when it came to actually handling this matter, Chen Qimei wouldn't let others intervene; he himself would definitely intervene, and might even squeeze Wang Jingwei out. When it came time to discuss merits, Chen Qimei could naturally claim to be the greatest contributor to facilitating this matter.

Thinking of this, Wang Jingwei had already made up his mind that no matter what, he couldn't let Chen Qimei snatch this credit. Wang Jingwei also regretted a little; if only he hadn't been so excited that he childishly spoke of this matter in public. He should have communicated well with the Japanese first, and waited until he completely controlled the initiative in this matter. Then, when things reached the final step, Wang Jingwei would tell everyone the news that the Japanese wanted to negotiate directly with Sun Yat-sen. Even if Chen Qimei wanted to snatch the credit then, Wang Jingwei would already hold all the chips. Whatever Chen Qimei said would be useless.

Chen Qimei didn't take immediate action to snatch credit. He first requested that the people at the meeting today absolutely not spread this news, and then requested that everyone take no action, just waiting for Japan's next move. Leaving aside what the participating Tongmenghui members thought in their hearts, verbally they all agreed.

Wang Jingwei's heart was filled with mixed feelings, and he didn't fall asleep until the latter half of the night. When he joined the revolution, he only thought of overthrowing the Manchus. When the Manchus fell in 1911, Wang Jingwei didn't feel any happiness. The Tongmenghui, as the initiator of the revolution, hadn't enjoyed the fruits of the revolution. There was Yuan Shikai in the north and the People's Party in the central region. Even the Guangfu Society, which had defected from the Tongmenghui, had a great say in Zhejiang. As the revolution's initiator, Sun Yat-sen and his followers had ended up in a situation where they couldn't return home, actually becoming completely marginalized.

However, no one could have imagined that Heaven would suddenly send such a massive opportunity to the Tongmenghui. If a legal Chinese government with Sun Yat-sen as Grand President could be established with Japanese support, this government would definitely be recognized by various countries. A wave of calls for sending troops to intervene in Chinese affairs had already formed within Japan, from top to bottom. Presumably, other countries would also support Japan, which was also a great power. Beiyang had now collapsed; as long as the People's Party could be destroyed, then the Tongmenghui could become the rulers of China. Such a turn of events was a miracle one wouldn't have dared to think of before. But this miracle had actually happened.

Tossing and turning, thinking about this future, Wang Jingwei only groggily fell asleep when the sky was about to brighten. As a result, just as he was sleeping soundly, he was shoved vigorously by someone. Calls came to his ears, "Mr. Wang! Mr. Wang!"

Wang Jingwei struggled to open his eyes, and what was before him was a face with ultra-short hair. Identifying him carefully, it was Chen Qimei's little brother, Jiang Zhiqing.

Jiang Zhiqing was Chen Qimei's capable right-hand man. On the Tongmenghui's list of enemies, or rather Chen Qimei's list, the number one enemy was neither Yuan Shikai nor Chen Ke. It was Tao Chengzhang, who had taken the lead in defecting from the Tongmenghui. The grievances between Tao Chengzhang and the Tongmenghui began from the time of fighting for the Tongmenghui's leadership rights. Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke each relied on themselves to develop and had no entanglements with the Tongmenghui. Even when the People's Party took Chen Tianhua away, this didn't make Sun Yat-sen's followers dissatisfied. Chen Tianhua had great influence among students in Japan; his leaving the Tongmenghui to defect to the People's Party only eliminated a powerful competitor for Sun Yat-sen.

What made Sun Yat-sen's supporters feel most hostile was this Tao Chengzhang, who consistently fought with Sun Yat-sen for Tongmenghui leadership and later simply led the Guangfu Society to defect from the alliance. Moreover, Tao Chengzhang and the Yuewang Society under the Tongmenghui's banner cooperated with the People's Party at the same time. After the Yuewang Society was wiped out, the Guangfu Society actually flourished. This deepened the hostility of Sun Yat-sen's supporters.

After Jiang Zhiqing defected to Chen Qimei, because he was steadfast and willing to work, plus loyal and devoted, he was ordered to assassinate Tao Chengzhang. The Tongmenghui also had some members from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Chen Qimei was a big boss of the Shanghai Green Gang; if he could get rid of guys like Tao Chengzhang who had great hostility toward the Tongmenghui, the Guangfu Society's President Cai Yuanpei might cooperate with the Tongmenghui again. Jiang Zhiqing completed the task very well. But man's calculation is not as good as Heaven's calculation; no one expected the internal purge within the Tongmenghui to clean out the Tongmenghui members in Guangdong so thoroughly.

Wang Jingwei's status within the Tongmenghui was unknown how much higher than Jiang Zhiqing's. As he got up, he asked coldly, "What is the matter?"

Jiang Zhiqing wasn't angry at all. He replied calmly, "Mr. Sun invites you to a meeting."

"Understood," Wang Jingwei responded, and then said to Jiang Zhiqing unceremoniously, "You get out first!"

While changing clothes, Wang Jingwei was very dissatisfied in his heart. Yesterday Chen Qimei began trying to dominate the situation, and now he was anxious to hold a meeting. What exactly did he want to do?

However, upon arriving at the conference room, Wang Jingwei found things were not right. There were few people in the room; the only one already waiting inside was Hu Hanmin. Wang Boling, Dai Jitao and others were not there at all. Sun Yat-sen sat in the main seat with a gloomy face, while Hu Hanmin looked both uneasy and angry.

Just as he sat down, hurried footsteps were heard, and Chen Qimei strode into the room. "Mr. Sun, Wang Boling and Dai Jitao don't know where they've gone. And the people who were with them are also missing. I'm afraid they went to carry out activities on their own."

Hearing this, Wang Jingwei had a feeling of sudden realization. These people were not high officials of the Beiyang government, so naturally they couldn't replace Sun Yat-sen's status. However, if these people could participate in gathering intelligence and contacting the Japanese now, they might gain the appreciation and support of the Japanese. And as long as the Japanese said a word, then in some future "key positions" of the "Chinese Republic," this group of people could secure their own places.

Although up to now, Wang Jingwei believed Chen Qimei still wanted to snatch credit and seize the position second only to Sun Yat-sen, Chen Qimei's statement last night was indeed very reasonable.

PS: Next chapter released tomorrow morning at 8.
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"Mr. Sun, should we send more people to find them?" Chen Qimei asked Sun Yat-sen in a low voice.

Sun Yat-sen's already extremely gloomy face twitched slightly, becoming even more unsightly. "At this point, they still want to act on their own!" After saying this, Sun Yat-sen couldn't help but slap the tatami mat forcefully.

"Zhiqing, you go guard the door now. Those who went out, no matter who comes back, make them wait outside!" Sun Yat-sen said in a dignified voice to Jiang Zhiqing, who was standing by.

"Yes!" Jiang Zhiqing didn't say much. After hearing Sun Yat-sen's order, he responded and walked to the door with large strides.

Wang Jingwei hurriedly persuaded, "Mr. Sun, isn't this not very good? Even if they went out, they may not necessarily be acting on their own. It's more likely they just went to inquire about news."

Sun Yat-sen glared at Wang Jingwei with a look of hating iron for not becoming steel. "Yesterday Qimei already said that everyone should not act on their own. These people who went out today all agreed yesterday. If they went to inquire about news, why didn't they tell me first? Do I really not trust everyone? Is everyone forced to do things so sneakingly? Words said last night can be completely forgotten this morning? Is everyone's memory that bad?"

Wang Jingwei fell silent; he indeed couldn't refute Sun Yat-sen's righteous accusation. But the Tongmenghui had always acted this way: loose organization, lax discipline. Actions depended entirely on momentary impulse, and whether right or wrong, just one sentence "I did this for the revolution!" could counter all accusations. Wang Jingwei himself felt helpless about the Tongmenghui's performance in this aspect.

Hu Hanmin also chimed in at this time, "Jingwei, Mr. Sun has long wanted to rectify party affairs. He suffered from having no opportunity. If it were before, everyone still had no hope for the revolutionary path. If we rashly rectified, it would instead hurt everyone's hearts. But the current situation is different; the Japanese side will definitely support us. If we don't rectify now, and comrades still act like this in the future, wouldn't it cause big trouble?"

Wang Jingwei basically agreed with Hu Hanmin's words, but he still didn't quite understand this "big trouble."

Seeing Wang Jingwei's confused face, Chen Qimei simply made it clear, "Now the new government hasn't been established, so only Mr. Sun has this qualification. But after the government is established in the future, some people will get government official positions. If they cause trouble then, how do we deal with it? If the Japanese do some tricks behind the scenes, that would be the real big trouble!"

Hearing Chen Qimei's words, Wang Jingwei suddenly realized. The "big trouble" Chen Qimei and Hu Hanmin referred to was that some people, after becoming officials of the new "Beiyang Government," would take the opportunity to seize Sun Yat-sen's power with Japanese support. Although he felt this worry was a bit inconceivable, Wang Jingwei finally understood one thing: why Chen Qimei could become Sun Yat-sen's true confidant, while he was always a bit worse than Chen Qimei.

Having figured out this joint, Wang Jingwei quickly declared his position, "I firmly support Mr. Sun to serve as the Grand President, and I also only support Mr. Sun to be the Grand President. Whoever opposes, I will be irreconcilable with that person!"

Chen Qimei patted Wang Jingwei's shoulder with satisfaction. Hearing Wang Jingwei's confession, Sun Yat-sen's face also looked much better.

The promoter of forming a new "Republic of China" government with Sun Yat-sen and the Tongmenghui as the core this time was Katsura Taro. Katsura Taro certainly wouldn't be stupid enough to believe that Zhang Zuolin would sincerely cooperate with Japan. So Japan absolutely couldn't recommend Zhang Zuolin as a cooperation partner. So Japan must support a "Republic of China" government with a status higher than Zhang Zuolin but without real power. This way, Japan could fully use the contradictions between the two to play various tricks.

Because Sun Yat-sen embezzled railway survey funds and was forced to leave for Japan in the name of inspection, the Japanese side didn't care originally. For the people Sun Yat-sen owed money to not to trouble Sun Yat-sen, the Japanese government had already done its utmost. However, with the change in the situation, Sun Yat-sen quickly became a rare commodity.

However, based on the intelligence collected by Katsura Taro, Sun Yat-sen was not a very decisive person. But in this matter, Sun Yat-sen's reaction speed was exceptionally fast. After a fierce but brief internal struggle, Sun Yat-sen actually rectified his subordinates, organizing them into a quasi-military organization establishment and conducting various quasi-military trainings. The result was that temporarily no one left the main group to act alone.

However, such a model simply couldn't confront the Japanese Army Ministry's intelligence system; at most, it just added a little trouble to the intelligence department. Two days later, materials regarding Sun Yat-sen's internal rectification were sent to Katsura Taro in considerable detail.

First was the change in organization. The Tongmenghui was changed to the Chinese Revolutionary Party. The new party constitution stated that the Chinese Revolutionary Party aimed to consolidate the republic and implement the people's livelihood doctrine. At the same time, the new party constitution relaxed the conditions for joining the party, stipulating that anyone who agreed with the party's tenets, was introduced by two party members, and paid a party fee of 10 yuan could join the party.

In terms of organizational discipline, the Chinese Revolutionary Party stipulated that joining the party required pressing a fingerprint and swearing obedience to Sun Yat-sen personally. Sun Yat-sen personally possessed the power to punish Chinese Revolutionary Party members, and a special Punishment Department was set up to be responsible for punishing party members who violated the Chinese Revolutionary Party's discipline.

Article 4 of the new party constitution stipulated: "All Tongmenghui members can become members of this party, and receive this party's certificate with the Tongmenghui member certificate."

After reading these, Katsura Taro threw the report back on the table. He knew that Sun Yat-sen's Japanese wife Otsuki Kaoru was now living with Sun Yat-sen. For some reason, a picture emerged in Katsura Taro's mind: Sun Yat-sen sitting on the main seat in the hall, embracing Otsuki Kaoru in his arms. And a group of former Tongmenghui members lined up in order, raising short knives or something one by one, pledging loyalty to Sun Yat-sen, the current party leader of the Chinese Revolutionary Party, personally.

Although he knew this picture was actually a Japanese yakuza initiation ceremony, Katsura Taro just couldn't easily eliminate such an imagination from his mind.

"Mr. Katsura! Do we need to take any action against Sun Yat-sen and his subordinates?" the intelligence officer asked.

"Let them be," Katsura Taro replied calmly. Such changes had no impact on the Japanese side at all, and the Japanese side even sincerely welcomed such changes. If Sun Yat-sen and these people couldn't unite closely, when they sang a rival show with Zhang Zuolin, it would instead make it troublesome for the Japanese side.

On September 17, after multiple rounds of consultation and negotiation between Japan and Sun Yat-sen and others, the Japanese side formally recognized the request headed by Sun Yat-sen, the Vice Minister of Railways of the Republic of China, and recognized the Republic of China government-in-exile headed by Sun Yat-sen. Sun Yat-sen immediately took up the post of Grand President of the government-in-exile, Wang Jingwei took up the post of Premier of the State Council, Hu Hanmin took up the post of Speaker of the Parliament, and Chen Qimei took up the post of Commander-in-Chief of the Three Services.

Soon, the government-in-exile held a signing ceremony for the "Sino-Japanese Mutual Assistance and Friendship Treaty" with the Japanese government. In the treaty, with a stroke of his pen, Sun Yat-sen promised various Chinese interests that had never belonged to him to Japan. This treaty was called the "Sino-Japanese Alliance Treaty" by later generations.

The news of the establishment of the new "Beiyang Government" in Japan soon reached Beijing. The ministers of various countries in China felt somewhat dumbfounded by this. When the British Minister and the French Minister were having afternoon tea together, they had to admit that this was a clever choice. Britain and France couldn't declare war on the People's Party. Under these circumstances, Japan's best method was to support a "Beiyang Government" close to Japan. With this new "Beiyang Government," Japan could firstly ask Britain and France to support this new government, and secondly, could fully use the restoration of this government's rule to fully intervene in Chinese affairs.

The French Minister said to the British Minister with ill intentions, "It seems Japan is indeed going to leave the British government and act alone."

The British Minister didn't react to such provocation at all; the Japanese side had already secretly notified the British Minister of this matter. In the notification, the Japanese side stated that the People's Party intended to seize Korea, so Japan had to take such response measures. Moreover, the Japanese side also pointed out that the People's Party very likely had its own designs on Annam (Vietnam) as well.

These days, the British Minister's attitude towards the People's Party had changed significantly. He no longer regarded the People's Party as an ordinary local force, but considered the People's Party as a legitimate Chinese government, especially a very capable legitimate Chinese government. From this perspective, Korea and Annam were China's strategic wings. Korea inserted into the Sea of Japan, which was crucial to the Far East. And Annam inserted deeply into the South China Sea, a strategic key point in Southeast Asia. If a capable legitimate Chinese government didn't want to retake these two regions, the British Minister absolutely wouldn't believe it. And now was also the best opportunity to retake these two regions.

Of course, if the People's Party could really retake these two regions, then they would completely offend Japan and France. Even if they could win, after the European War ended, the People's Party would inevitably pay a greater price. With People's Party Chairman Chen Ke's intelligence, how would he choose? This was a matter the British Minister was quite interested in.

This certainly wouldn't be the British Minister's worry. The British Minister now believed he had basically grasped the People's Party's cards; the People's Party wouldn't join the Allied Powers. Then in the future situation development, the People's Party would definitely kneel and beg Britain. The British Minister only needed to wait until that time.

Moreover, there were two other things that interested the British Minister. The first thing was that after occupying Beijing, the People's Party didn't conduct large-scale combat operations but started large-scale reorganization. What exactly was this for? Until now, the British Minister hadn't figured it out.

The second thing was how exactly Japan prepared to intervene in Chinese affairs. Through this intervention method, the British Minister could also understand how capable Japan actually was.

Besides these two things, there was also a not-so-small matter. A domestic telegram from Britain required British troops stationed in China to return home, and France also made the same request around the same time. At this time, actually withdrawing all overseas military forces back to the country, and regarding China's changes and the People's Party's indication of willingness to join the Allied Powers, Britain didn't dismiss the Minister to China but asked the Minister to China to step up persuading the People's Party to join the Allied Powers quickly. This was enough to show that the situation on the European battlefield was completely unoptimistic.

And the British Minister had instinctively felt that before this contest between China and Japan ended, it was impossible for the People's Party to join the Allied Powers. But after this contest ended, how the Allied Powers' attitude towards the People's Party would be was extremely hard to say.

Among the ministers of various countries, the US side had the best days. Trade between the US and the People's Party proceeded quite smoothly. The war didn't cause any loss to trade, and after the People's Party defeated the Beiyang government, the US government felt its investment in the People's Party was a very wise choice.

The US had no garrison in China, and its grain transactions with the People's Party were fair-price transactions, so there were no difficulties in life. The US Minister could even get road passes specially approved by the People's Party, and there were no obstacles in movement. Since the US hadn't joined the Allied Powers or the Central Powers, the struggle between the two major alliances had nothing to do with the US. So after receiving the secret telegram from home, the US Minister simply went secretly to Wuhan to meet with People's Party Chairman Chen Ke.

On September 16, the day before the establishment of the "Exile Beiyang Government," the US Minister met Chen Ke. The two sides conducted a quite American-style diplomatic negotiation happily.

In the economic crisis that began in 1913, the US reached a trade credit agreement with the People's Party. The People's Party exchanged raw silk for machinery, plus other purchases, which was greatly beneficial to the US economy. When the agreement was preliminarily completed in 1915, orders flying like snowflakes from Europe allowed the US to completely walk out of the economic crisis. National power and influence increased greatly. But this couldn't satisfy the US appetite; as an emerging great power, the US was also pursuing higher international status and international dominance.

In today's world, for a true great power, besides having its own powerful strength, whether it had a large number of allies with considerable strength, or more accurately, "how many capable little brothers it has," was proof of a great power. The People's Party defeated Britain's little brother Beiyang in the Chinese Civil War; this couldn't help but make the US look at the People's Party with new eyes.

"We, the US side, want to reach a closer cooperative relationship with your side," the US Minister said straightforwardly.

"Then what does your government hope we do?" Chen Ke was also very direct. The benefits of imperialist countries couldn't be taken for free; there were always conditions. Chen Ke knew this all too well.

"We completely understand your side's request to recover China's sovereignty. We even appreciate your country's efforts for national independence and liberation. But your side must also be clear that on the China issue, our US attitude is the Open Door Policy." The US representative's speech was full of American style.

Chen Ke never opposed globalization; he opposed globalization that damaged China's interests. But under the current situation, China was beginning to march towards the Second Industrial Revolution with difficulty but one step at a time. The gap with foreign technology and industrial strength was relatively limited. At this time, importing technical equipment from abroad was greatly beneficial to China's industrial development. Not to mention that the raw silk trade hadn't encountered the challenge of synthetic silk yet and could at least continue to flourish for more than a dozen years.

So Chen Ke replied calmly, "Our People's Party has always emphasized that we will absolutely not refuse legitimate trade. And we hope to make trade bigger and bigger, more and more flourishing. We said this a few years ago, and we did so. Up to now, we are still like this. Of course, we don't have hard currency, so we can only adopt the method of trade balance. I think Mr. Minister can confirm this."

The US Minister certainly could confirm this. The price of positions in the embassy in China had risen by more than 30% in over a year, faster than the US stock market. The People's Party was indeed constantly expanding the trade quota on the basis of trade balance.

"Of course, in this situation, we also don't hope to adopt a high tariff policy," Chen Ke continued. "So I don't think the 5% tariff needs any adjustment. However, our side also believes that tariffs must be reciprocal. It is neither reasonable nor appropriate for one side alone to adopt a low tariff policy. what do you think?"

The US Minister nodded slightly. He didn't care about this tariff issue at all; the continuous expansion of trade volume was enough for the US to earn several times or even tens of times the profit. More importantly, Chen Ke's speech clearly revealed a message: after the People's Party retook China's sovereignty, the Chinese market would be more open to the US. This was what the US needed most.
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"Chairman Chen, since you have such intentions, can we sign a memorandum on this issue?" the US Minister asked. No conversation is as effective as a written agreement. Of course, the US Minister also believed that a piece of paper was meaningless in the face of reality. However, with this memorandum, he could demonstrate his diplomatic achievements to the US government, which was a very important political accomplishment.

As long as it was a legitimate trade agreement that did not sell out China's interests, Chen Ke would not be afraid to sign as many copies as needed. Just like 21st-century China would absolutely not be afraid to sign the "Sino-US Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Navigation" with the United States.

Therefore, in this memorandum, the US Minister promised that the United States would maintain benevolent neutrality regarding China's recovery of sovereignty, and agreed to return the concessions in China and cancel privileges. The People's Party explicitly promised to guarantee the legitimate rights and interests of all foreigners in China through law. In terms of trade, the People's Party promised not to adopt any discriminatory attitude towards US trade under the conditions of quota trade and various credit loan agreements signed by both parties. In this document, China and the United States proposed the term "Most Favored Nation treatment" in trade for the first time. That is to say, any trade preferential treatment granted by China or the United States to a third country would automatically apply to both China and the United States.

The US Minister was quite satisfied with this memorandum. He already knew about the agreement signed between Britain and the Beiyang government. Since Britain was willing to promise to give up its privileges in China, the United States' privileges in China could not compare with Britain's at all. Giving up these things in exchange for greater trade benefits—only a fool would not do this.

More importantly, the People's Party did not mention any military commitments. "Benevolent neutrality" is a very broad term. In extreme terms, as long as the United States did not join the allied forces fighting against China, it could be called benevolent neutrality.

Moreover, this document was a "memorandum." Even formal agreements could be torn up with various excuses, let alone a "memorandum." If the People's Party could not withstand the attacks of other countries, the United States would not mind stabbing the People's Party in the back along with other countries.

The news of the signing of the memorandum with the United States reached Beijing, and Zhang Yu gathered the comrades to inform them of the matter. Many comrades showed considerable regret, thinking that it would be best if they could handle such diplomatic work themselves. Some other comrades expressed strong envy that the Central Committee could complete such a major project. Observing the performance of the young comrades, a few more people were classified into the category of those needing further education and training.

A person's bearing is largely reflected in how they position themselves. The organization is like a machine; every part is important, even a small screw is necessary. To be able to position oneself accurately, focus on completing one's own work, and at the same time not pointlessly envy or be jealous of others' achievements—this is the quality required to take on heavy responsibilities. In this regard, Zhang Yu had also heard Chen Ke talk about education issues, but he felt that this might have more to do with nature.

Just like Comrade Li Runshi, he seemed to have no such thing as jealousy at all. All his energy and attention were focused on the work itself. What Zhang Yu appreciated even more was that Li Runshi never meddled and absolutely did not interfere with other people's work. However, Zhang Yu knew very well that Li Runshi was by no means ignorant of the work of other comrades.

After repeatedly judging in his heart several times, Zhang Yu said: "Comrade Li Runshi, the propaganda department in Hebei Province is in desperate need of people recently. I don't even dare to see Commander Chai Qingguo now. Whenever we meet, he asks me for people. We have always asked the army for people; there has never been a case where the army turned around and asked us for people. But I can't resist him now, so I can only send you there."

Li Runshi was slightly stunned. This transfer order was really inexplicable. However, after a moment, Li Runshi replied calmly, "I obey the organization's orders."

Seeing Li Runshi being transferred away from the diplomatic negotiation team, uncontrollable joy appeared on the faces of some young comrades. Zhang Yu had to start reflecting on whether his actions were not natural enough. Obviously, some people had already seen that he appreciated Li Runshi very much. And transferring Li Runshi away from the diplomatic negotiation team meant that they had one less powerful competitor.

However, Zhang Yu had to do this. After the People's Party completed the roping in of the United States, the mission of diplomatic negotiation was basically completed. The next step was to let the current situation develop for a while. Taking Li Runshi back to Wuhan from Beijing and then assigning tasks would be a waste. The task of the Hebei propaganda outlet was heavy and the work was difficult. It happened to give Li Runshi a great opportunity for training.

That evening, Xi Biwu, who had always had a good relationship with Li Runshi in the delegation, found Zhang Yu. "Minister Zhang, I also want to stay and work in Hebei. My home is in Hebei, and I want to stay and work in Hebei."

Xi Biwu was a young comrade in the judicial system. This negotiation team included young cadres from all aspects, and Xi Biwu was an elite selected from the judicial system in Xuzhou.

Zhang Yu smiled: "Homesick?"

Xi Biwu knew that Zhang Yu was joking, and he also smiled politely, "I feel that I am not suitable for diplomatic work. I still want to do some domestic judicial work."

"The work will be very hard," Zhang Yu said.

"I am in this line of work. I will do whatever needs to be done," Xi Biwu replied.

Zhang Yu had intended to observe Xi Biwu for a while longer, but seeing that he had volunteered, Zhang Yu smiled and said: "If you have made up your mind, write me a report."

"Yes!" Xi Biwu replied, "If there is nothing else, I will go write the report first."

After arranging the personnel transfer, Zhang Yu took the two comrades to find Pu Guanshui the next day. The station was extremely lively, with various troops either lining up for training or making various preparations for work.

The People's Party already knew that Japan was going to intervene in Chinese affairs and attempt to seize the Northeast. Chai Qingguo had now assumed the position of Commander of the Hebei Military Region, and Pu Guanshui assumed the position of Commander of the newly formed Eighth Army Group. The Eighth Army Group had ten armies under its jurisdiction. Because the reorganization time was not sufficient, each army was directly adapted from a division of the Shandong Military Region and the Henan Military Region. Things were indeed as Chai Qingguo had expected: the size of the newly formed units became smaller, but the configuration of automatic weapons was greatly increased.

Zhang Yu did not go to see Chai Qingguo first but went to find Pu Guanshui. For the two young comrades, meeting more people was a very important thing. Although Pu Guanshui would probably forget these two as soon as he saw them, whether they had met or not were two completely different natures.

As soon as they entered Pu Guanshui's office, they saw two comrades standing in front of Pu Guanshui. If it were any other time, Zhang Yu should have avoided it, but this time he had no intention of avoiding it. Pu Guanshui certainly knew that Zhang Yu had a reason for doing this. So he didn't ask, but continued his work. "Comrade Cao Yuqing, I want to ask you a question. You go around saying that the current Corps Commander is just a Division Commander. What exactly does this mean?"

Cao Yuqing was the Commander of the 38th Army, and next to him was Mu Husan, the Commander of the 18th Army. In the past few days, Cao Yuqing had said more than once that "the current Corps Commander is just a Division Commander, and some don't even count as Division Commanders." Naturally, someone spread these words everywhere, and the reason was also very clear: Cao Yuqing looked down on Mu Husan very much.

From the moment he saw Mu Husan also appearing in the office, Cao Yuqing dared not utter a sound. Being questioned by Pu Guanshui like this, he didn't dare say a single word. Pu Guanshui certainly would not let Cao Yuqing off. "Yes, Comrade Mu Husan has indeed been promoted relatively quickly. Half a year ago, he was just a regimental-level cadre, and you were already a Deputy Corps Commander. A Division Commander had to salute you first when seeing you. Now you two are both Corps Commanders, regardless of rank. You have thoughts in your heart, I can understand that."

After saying this, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but slam the table. "But, we choose military cadres because military cadres can win battles! Can reduce the sacrifices of comrades! A Corps Commander is also a member of the soldiers. Are you not yourself after becoming a Corps Commander?! You go around talking nonsense, what are you preparing to do?"

Zhang Yu understood as soon as he heard it. Not only was he working hard to promote outstanding young cadres, but the army was also completing the same work through this major reorganization. Zhang Yu turned a deaf ear to Pu Guanshui's subsequent criticism. He couldn't help but think of Gu Lu, the current Deputy Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps. He was also a young comrade promoted by Chen Ke and Qi Huishen. Who would have thought that he was just a small platoon leader a few years ago? But Zhang Yu had no idea how big the side effects of this kind of promotion were. The larger the organization, the fiercer the internal personnel struggle. Although struggle can promote progress, most of the time, it is realistic to have fewer beautiful imaginations about human nature.

The matter definitely ended with criticism and self-criticism as the solution. This matter did not involve any line issues. However, Pu Guanshui did not ask Cao Yuqing to apologize to Mu Husan personally, but asked Cao Yuqing to make a self-criticism to the whole army for the bad influence of his behavior. Zhang Yu agreed with this handling.

Zhang Yu didn't care much about Cao Yuqing. He carefully observed Mu Husan's performance. From beginning to end, Mu Husan was very calm, as if the object of Cao Yuqing's targeting was not him, Mu Husan, at all. This bearing made Zhang Yu very satisfied. If Mu Husan felt that he was looked down upon and thus gave birth to grievances in his heart, then such a comrade could only make Zhang Yu feel disappointed.

After letting Cao Yuqing and Mu Husan leave, Pu Guanshui quickly returned to normal. As he got up to pour water for Zhang Yu and the others, he asked: "These two comrades are..."

"These are the hands I'm providing to Commander Chai. Commander Chai is just different; he can actually ask for people from the civil departments to the army. I think this matter has to be written into our military history. He has set a precedent." After saying this, both Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui couldn't help but laugh heartily.

Pu Guanshui laughed and said, "Minister Zhang, since you've already given the people, why don't you just give these two comrades to me? This will also allow me to leave a bad name in military history. Anyway, it's all about being famous; I don't care about good reputation or bad reputation."

"Then you have to go talk to Old Chai, or give me a big bribe right now," Zhang Yu also laughed.

Pu Guanshui knew that Zhang Yu definitely didn't come to find him just to crack jokes, and even if Zhang Yu didn't come, Pu Guanshui would have found Zhang Yu to communicate about the diplomatic situation. The movements of Japan made the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quite concerned. Since they definitely had to fight with Japan, the earlier the preparations, the better.

Of course, Pu Guanshui first introduced the situation to Zhang Yu. The four armies of the Shandong Military Region and the Henan Military Region were broken up and reorganized. Because the firepower of the troops was strengthened, almost all machine gunners were assigned to Pu Guanshui.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo is quite miserable. The remaining troops have to be divided into three parts and handed over to Henan, Shandong, and those staying in Hebei in the form of skeleton units. However, Comrade Chai Qingguo will definitely be happy. In the newly formed Grand Military Region, the Henan Military Sub-district and the Shandong Military Sub-district both belong to the Jinan Military Region. The Commander of the Jinan Military Region is assumed by Comrade Wu Xingchen. With this big brother supporting from behind, Chai Qingguo is at ease, and I am also at ease." Pu Guanshui very cleverly introduced to Zhang Yu the method of how to stop Chai Qingguo's complaints.

When Pu Guanshui finished introducing the situation, Zhang Yu also told Pu Guanshui about the diplomatic situation. "Japan has supported the Tongmenghui and formed some government-in-exile. Now we don't know how they will handle the relationship with Zhang Zuolin. Zhang Zuolin comes from a bandit background and views his own interests higher than the sky; he will absolutely not submit easily. But we have never dealt with Zhang Zuolin. We don't know what choice this person will make at the last moment."

Pu Guanshui knew that Zhang Yu had to report the situation to the Politburo and the Military Commission when he returned to Wuhan, so he spoke bluntly: "We certainly hope to completely eliminate this kind of local power. These people in the Northeast have deep relationships with both Japan and Russia. As far as I know, Zhang Zuolin started his fortune by relying on the Japanese during the Russo-Japanese War. I am not optimistic about this person. Wu Peifu, who fled to Shanxi, also relied on serving the Japanese to get a lot of benefits."

"When to enter Shanxi... I'm afraid we don't need to consider this in the short term. We don't understand the situation in the Northeast. Why don't you ask Xu Shichang more? He should be familiar with this," Zhang Yu replied.

Pu Guanshui sneered, "These people are stubborn. Even now, they still haven't dropped that stinky air. I also went to see those people. Wang Shizhen is okay; at least he has basic politeness. President Xu Shichang, seeing me, a younger generation, shouted that we were usurping the throne and cursed me for betraying Beiyang. You ask him to provide information? Don't count on it now."

After exchanging intelligence for a while longer, seeing that there was nothing else to understand for the time being, Zhang Yu got up to take his leave.

When parting, Pu Guanshui asked closely: "If there is any latest intelligence, who should I ask?"

This question was well asked. A joint intelligence agency had not yet been established in the North, and almost all intelligence was controlled by the army. But the army happened to have no way to conduct diplomacy. Pu Guanshui had asked to the point.

"I will make a special report to the Central Committee, and I will notify you if there is news," Zhang Yu replied.

And Zhang Yu also remembered another question. He asked Pu Guanshui in a low voice, "Will we send troops in the winter?"

Pu Guanshui looked at Zhang Yu seriously and also said in a low voice: "It's hard to say!"
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September 23, 1915, was the Mid-Autumn Festival. On this traditional Chinese festival, the Japanese gave Zhang Zuolin a "big gift." The Japanese Consulate in Fengtian told Zhang Zuolin that the legal government of China was now the Sun Yat-sen government and demanded that Zhang Zuolin recognize the situation and obey the orders of the new government.

Even earlier, Zhang Zuolin had already received news. The Japanese troops stationed in Korea were gathering on the China-Korea border, ready to break through the border and invade the Northeast at any time.

"Motherfucker!" Just after sending away the Japanese Consul, Zhang Zuolin shouted curses in the room. The recent situation had been tormenting Zhang Zuolin. The destruction of the Beiyang government was not actually too bad a thing. If there were no other forces pressing in step by step, without the suppression of the strongman Yuan Shikai, Zhang Zuolin could have taken total control of the Northeast. But the People's Party had no intention of stopping at all. After destroying the troops sent by Zhang Zuolin at Shanhaiguan, they assumed a posture of constant advance.

But after cursing a few times, Zhang Zuolin shouted to the trembling servant outside the door, "Go, call everyone here for a meeting!"

Although Zhang Zuolin in 1915 had not yet reached the glorious moment of being awe-inspiring in 1925 in history, he was now also the Military Governor and Civil Governor of Fengtian, controlling the military and political power of the three provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning. However, Zhang Zuolin's footing was not yet stable. The population of the Northeast was originally small, and most of them were refugees or Manchus who ran here after the fall of the Qing Dynasty. If these people were willing to serve as soldiers, they would have joined the army long ago. The population of the three northeastern provinces was not large to begin with, and after Yuan Shikai's major military expansion, the number of troops under Zhang Zuolin was less than 100,000. As for the generals, most of them were officials from the former Qing Dynasty, and the number of real military academy graduates was very limited.

First explaining the latest situation to this group of civil and military officials, Zhang Zuolin asked everyone what they thought. Everyone naturally had ideas. The news from the Japanese was not the earliest to arrive. In early September, Duan Qirui, who had fled to Shanxi, sent an order to the Northeast in the name of the Deputy Minister of War, requiring Zhang Zuolin, the Commander of Fengtian, to accept Duan Qirui's command. For this Deputy Minister of War who fled to Shanxi in a panic, this group of people in the Northeast was extremely dismissive. They optimistically believed that the People's Party was bound to conflict with foreign forces. Didn't Duan Qirui abandon Beijing so quickly and flee to Shanxi just hoping that foreign forces would severely strike the People's Party in Beijing?

However, the subsequent news disappointed them all. The People's Party not only did not fight with foreigners but also sent troops out of Shanhaiguan, making a posture of attacking the Northeast. Just when this group of people felt terrified, the Japanese forced the Northeast to recognize Sun Yat-sen's "legal government." The civil and military officials of the Northeast were both fearful and found it laughable.

"What kind of thing is Sun Yat-sen? President Yuan flattered him and gave him the title of Deputy Minister of Railways. Now he dares to call himself the Great President. Give him an inch and he'll take a mile!" Zhang Zuolin's sworn brother Tang Yulin said loudly.

Zhang Zuolin's brother Zhang Zuoxiang was not so optimistic. He said: "Now that Sun Yat-sen has defected to the Japanese, this matter is not about what Sun Yat-sen wants to do, but what the Japanese want to do. Looking at the Japanese posture, I think they want to fight their way into the Northeast."

Tang Yulin did not reply directly but just glanced at Zhang Zuoxiang unenthusiastically. As Zhang Zuolin's savior and sworn brother and old comrade-in-arms, Tang Yulin had always believed that after Zhang Zuolin became the Military Governor of the Northeast, he would definitely reuse him. Unexpectedly, Zhang Zuolin had restricted him in many ways. Originally, Tang Yulin thought that as a veteran of the Fengtian clique, he should logically become the Commander of the 27th Army. Unexpectedly, Zhang Zuolin actually let his other sworn brother Zhang Zuoxiang become the Commander of the 27th Army. He also made Wang Yongjiang the Director of the Provincial Police Department but did not promote the big brother Tang Yulin. Regarding Zhang Zuoxiang, Tang Yulin had always spoken as little as possible.

"If we ignore the Japanese, what will they do?" asked Wang Yongjiang, the Director of the Police Department.

"Since the Japanese dare to propose this condition, they certainly will not let the matter drop. Everyone knows that the Japanese troops stationed in Korea have reached the border, and our troops have already begun to organize defenses. They are definitely not just simply scaring us." Zhang Zuolin had long known that Japan wanted to annex Manchuria and Mongolia, and even engaged in some "Manchuria-Mongolia Independence Movement."

Wang Yongjiang hesitated a little after hearing this before continuing: "Then are the People's Party and the Japanese joining hands to deal with us?"

This remark was very inspiring. The civil and military officials of the Northeast originally felt that the People's Party and Japan both harbored thoughts of annexing the Northeast. With a tiger at the front door and a wolf at the back, the turbulence of the situation made them all panic. Wang Yongjiang's words reminded everyone. Even with two threats, the Northeast side probably could not resist either side alone. However, whether there was a contradiction between these two forces was something that could be exploited. But this optimistic idea did not last long. The Japanese attitude was very clear. Zhang Zuolin's group had relatively smooth surface communication channels with Japan. The People's Party, however, had not established any diplomatic relations or diplomatic channels with Zhang Zuolin.

Even if they wanted to probe the People's Party's intentions, the Northeast had absolutely no way to achieve this goal. Given the difficulty of the current situation, all the high-ranking officials in the Northeast frowned. The ease with which they initially mocked Sun Yat-sen could not be seen at all.

"In my opinion, let's just fight. We'll hit whoever enters the Northeast!" Tang Yulin said in a deep voice.

"President Yuan's army of one million became like that after fighting for more than a month. How many soldiers do we have in the Northeast? How can we win?" Wang Yongjiang obviously opposed this straightforward idea.

"President Yuan might not necessarily be unable to beat the People's Party, it's just that President Yuan died early," Tang Yulin said unconvinced. The People's Party strictly blocked news, so the intelligence on the Hebei Campaign had only recently been transmitted back to the Northeast. "The army in Hebei was far more numerous than the People's Party. If President Yuan hadn't died, the People's Party would have been completely unable to fight once they reached the city walls of Beijing."

"Do you say Chen Ke knows sorcery? After he wrote something, the Empress Dowager and the Great President..." Zhang Zuoxiang was relatively superstitious. More importantly, the people who brought the news back tried their best to render the scene of the People's Party dropping leaflets from the sky.

There were not many people who were not superstitious in these years. The more status and position one had, the more fearful they felt of unknown forces when encountering difficult situations. When Zhang Zuoxiang said this, everyone's face became extremely ugly.

Tang Yulin was made uncomfortable all over by this heavy pressure. He simply stiffened his neck and said: "So what if Chen Ke knows sorcery? Let's find a few Shaman Lamas who have magic powers and let them cast spells. I don't believe Chen Ke alone can withstand so many people?"

Hearing Tang Yulin speak more and more evilly, Zhang Zuolin couldn't help but scold: "What nonsense are you talking about? It's getting more and more outrageous!"

Ignoring Tang Yulin's face full of unconvinced expression, Zhang Zuolin said to everyone: "The People's Party fighting in is nothing more than wanting to seize the Northeast. But we only have so many soldiers, and when we conscripted soldiers, President Yuan gave us pay. Now, with the money we have on hand, just paying these troops as before won't last a few months. My meaning is, we have to settle on one side. First, figure out what exactly the People's Party thinks. And it's going to be winter soon. At any rate, it's impossible to fight this winter. Stabilize the People's Party first and drag it out until next year."

No one opposed this opinion. In fact, the civil and military officials of the Northeast could not come up with any better solution. Finally, it was decided to send someone to contact the People's Party first to see what exactly the People's Party wanted to do to the Northeast.

The next day, the candidates for the negotiation representatives had not yet been selected. The Japanese Consulate continued to come to Zhang Zuolin's door, asking about Zhang Zuolin's attitude towards the Sun Yat-sen government. Having already cursed the Japanese and Sun Yat-sen's ancestors for eighteen generations in his heart, Zhang Zuolin still said with a smile: "Whether the one in Japan is really Sun Yat-sen or not, we still can't be sure. If it is really Mr. Sun, I think we might as well invite him here for a talk. After all, there are people among us who have met Mr. Sun. It wouldn't matter if we were deceived, but if someone impostered him and deceived the Japanese side, wouldn't it be a joke?"

The Japanese side had long expected that Zhang Zuolin would try every means to shirk, but he didn't expect Zhang Zuolin to actually find such a reason. If those "people who have met Sun Yat-sen" mentioned by Zhang Zuolin flatly denied that Sun Yat-sen was the person himself, Japan would have no way to prove that Zhang Zuolin was wrong.

"Mr. Zhang! Are you trying to oppose our Great Japanese Empire?" the Japanese Consul asked in a very threatening tone.

Zhang Zuolin chuckled: "I am absolutely doing this for Japan's good. Now that the Great President has just passed away, there are as many people fishing in troubled waters as you can imagine. Everyone has to be careful."

After saying this, Zhang Zuolin suddenly slapped his forehead. "By the way, actually, there are plenty of people who have met Sun Yat-sen at the place of Military Governor Feng Guozhang in Jiangnan. I think your country might as well let that Mr. Sun go to Jiangnan first. If Military Governor Feng Guozhang says that is Mr. Sun Yat-sen, and is willing to accept Mr. Sun's government, I will naturally resolutely support it."

Listening to Zhang Zuolin's words of trying his best to push the trouble outside, the Japanese Consul sneered. "Mr. Zhang! Whatever you say is useless. As a friendly neighbor of China, we Japan have the obligation to support Mr. Sun Yat-sen's government to restore the management of China. I think you should still conform to the situation, rather than act against the trend. That is not good for anyone!"

The anger in Zhang Zuolin's heart almost ignited his hair, but his face was still smiling. "This is a big matter; it needs to be treated with caution!"

"Then how long will it take for Mr. Zhang to give us a reply?"

"It's almost New Year's soon. How about next year?" Zhang Zuolin gave a reply.

The Japanese Consul was amused by these words. He laughed, "Three days. I'll give you three days at most."

After speaking, the Japanese Consul got up and took his leave.

The people around Zhang Zuolin were either angry or scared pale one by one. Zhang Zuolin did not look angry at all; he just fell into deep thought.

"Marshal!" Wang Yongjiang shouted softly beside Zhang Zuolin. "Are the Japanese really going to make a move?"

Zhang Zuolin turned his head and said in a heavy tone: "I'm afraid that is exactly the case."
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"Don't tell anyone about this matter!" Zhang Zuolin said to Wang Yongjiang after sending away the Japanese consul.

"Yes! Marshal!" Wang Yongjiang answered hurriedly. But after a pause, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but ask, "Marshal, are the Japanese just trying to scare us?"

Zhang Zuolin did not speak. He truly hoped the Japanese were just trying to scare him. But given the Japanese posture, Zhang Zuolin clearly felt it wasn't just a bluff. In late September, the Northeast could hardly be considered hot, yet Zhang Zuolin felt his back becoming sticky—it was cold sweat from fear. This sensation greatly stimulated Zhang Zuolin's pride. He turned his head and cursed at Wang Yongjiang, "Damn it all! So what if the Japanese come? At worst, I'll fight them to the death!"

Although the content of his words sounded tragic and heroic, the tone was more akin to despair. Zhang Zuolin had come from a humble background and had struggled hard to climb to his current position. He hadn't even warmed the seat of the Fengtian Military Governor for a few days before facing such a desperate situation. A wave of grievance suddenly welled up in Zhang Zuolin's heart. "Who the hell did I provoke?"

No one in the entire Northeast was unafraid of the Japanese. The Japanese made no attempt to hide their actions this time. Not only did they send someone to contact Zhang Zuolin, but Japanese people all over the Northeast were also vigorously greeting prominent figures, demanding that the Northeast accept the requirements of the Sun Yat-sen government.

When Zhang Zuolin held a meeting again, the civil and military officials of the Northeast were initially silent. Tang Yulin, who originally had the loudest voice and had mocked Sun Yat-sen not long ago, tremblingly put forward a view, "Marshal, how about we fool the Japanese first and pretend to recognize that little bastard Sun Yat-sen?"

The Northeast civil and military officials dared not utter a sound. No one dared to oppose it, but no one dared to support it either.

What Zhang Zuolin detested most right now was someone making such a request. Zhang Zuolin knew the insatiable nature of the Japanese better than anyone. If Sun Yat-sen were invited in, the Japanese would absolutely not stop there. Zhang Zuolin did not get angry, but asked in a calm tone, "After we fool the Japanese, what do we do next?"

Hearing this, Tang Yulin thought he had persuaded Zhang Zuolin, so he hurriedly continued, "We can just put Sun Yat-sen in the city, give him good food and drink, and put him under house arrest. Wouldn't that be enough?"

Zhang Zuolin had originally thought Tang Yulin might have some brilliant idea. After hearing this, he really couldn't hold it back and actually laughed out loud. Hearing this, some of the others felt it made sense, while others frowned.

Zhang Zuolin said angrily, "Yulin! Do you think Japan only wants this Sun Yat-sen to be the president? Without Sun Zhongshan [Sun Yat-sen], they will find a Sun Xishan; without Sun Xishan, they will find a Sun Nanshan. The Japanese want to fight their way into the Northeast now. If Japan could stay out of the Northeast, never mind giving Sun Yat-sen good food and drink, what would it matter even if I made offerings to him like a god?!"

Seeing that none of the others dared to suggest any way to deal with the Japanese invasion, Zhang Zuoxiang couldn't help but say, "Marshal! If we can't hold them off, maybe we should go back to Liaoxi first? At least that's our old turf, the Japanese can't touch us there!"

Zhang Zuolin looked at Zhang Zuoxiang, then glanced at the Northeast civil and military officials shrouded in a gloomy atmosphere, and finally said helplessly, "Brother Zuoxiang, what good would it do even if we retreated to Liaoxi? These troops are now holding on relying on their military pay. Many of them feel they have a home and a career now; who would be willing to go back to Liaoxi to suffer? Once we retreat, the Japanese can recruit a large number of people under the banner of Sun Yat-sen. At that time, we will really be finished!"

Hearing these words, the officials of the Northeast felt as if they had been lashed by a whip. Wang Yongjiang quickly stood up and said, "Marshal! I was promoted by you single-handedly. I will absolutely serve the Marshal with all my heart and soul!"

With Wang Yongjiang taking the lead, the Northeast officials immediately pledged their loyalty to Zhang Zuolin one after another. Zhang Zuolin could see that some people's loyalty was sincere, but a considerable number of people were wavering after learning the news that the Japanese were determined to fight their way in. Of course, there were also some who were not originally from Zhang Zuolin's faction, but had simply become his subordinates in this changing era. Whether they swore allegiance or not was completely meaningless.

However, meaningful or not, this act of cohesion had to be performed. The Northeast was now under attack from two sides. The People's Party was eyeing them covetously from the south, and Japan had simply stated its intentions bluntly. They couldn't win a fight right now, so they could only submit. But Zhang Zuolin had to find a way out for himself, moving money back to his hometown and evacuating his wife and children. Zhang Zuolin himself was also determining the retreat route in case something went wrong.

On September 28, 1915, the Japanese consul was indeed punctual. Three days after the agreement, the Japanese consul visited again as expected. "Mr. Zhang, how have you considered the matter?"

Zhang Zuolin gave a chuckle. "Naturally, we wouldn't distrust our Japanese friends. However, what needs to be done still needs to be done. You have to let me see this Mr. Sun first. If it really is Mr. Sun, we aren't saying we completely disagree with Mr. Sun becoming the Grand President."

The Japanese consul smiled insincerely and said, "Of course you can see Mr. Sun. However, since we support Mr. Sun, naturally we must protect Mr. Sun's safety. As guards, we will dispatch two divisions to escort Mr. Sun to Fengtian. Since Mr. Zhang understands righteousness, please give your assistance regarding passage!"

Hearing Japan's request, Zhang Zuolin could finally no longer smile. Two divisions of Japanese troops entering Fengtian—that was no longer about escorting Sun Yat-sen, but about seizing power. The cards were completely on the table now, and there was no need for Zhang Zuolin to play dumb. He sneered, "There are some things regarding which I feel everyone had better not joke."

The Japanese consul said solemnly, "We are sincerely supporting President Sun Zhongshan's government to restore its status in China. We are absolutely not joking about this matter. Since Mr. Zhang has already agreed to obey the new government just now, why not show some sincerity? I can say that Mr. Sun has already made it clear that he will absolutely not shift Mr. Zhang's official position. Mr. Sun is deeply righteous on this point."

These comforting words sounded like complete bullshit to Zhang Zuolin. He had gone through so much deception and intrigue to seize his current position. Everyone always spoke beautifully at the beginning, but when it came to action, they would never stop until they had played people to death. When Zhang Zuolin had just become a Commander (Regiment Commander), in order to destroy his old rival Du Lisan, Zhang Zuolin used the method of fake recruitment and offering official posts. After inducing him in many ways, he finally caught Du Lisan and executed him by firing squad.

If the Japanese hadn't made promises of official positions, Zhang Zuolin might have thought the Japanese just wanted to march into the Northeast and drive him out of Fengtian. Hearing these words, Zhang Zuolin only felt a greater danger. When the Japanese tried to stabilize him, it was likely they were about to stab him in the back.

At this point, Zhang Zuolin instead put on an expression of resignation. "If that's the case, then I will await Grand President Sun in Fengtian." After discussing the specific details of the military handover, Zhang Zuolin saw off the Japanese consul.

Once the person was gone, Zhang Zuolin immediately sent someone to find Zhang Zuoxiang. "Brother, what you said last time was right. We can only take the troops and hurry back to Liaoxi. The sooner the better!"

Zhang Zuoxiang was instead startled by Zhang Zuolin's words. "Brother, what's wrong?"

"The current situation is not right. If we continue to resist the Japanese here, we will definitely die without a burial place. It's better to just yield Fengtian to the Japanese. The Japanese not only want to hit us now, but I see their intention is also to fight for this territory of the Northeast against the People's Party. If we yield Fengtian, just let the two of them fight it out."

Zhang Zuoxiang had followed Zhang Zuolin through life and death, so he was naturally very clear about the risks involved. Without waiting for further instructions from Zhang Zuolin, he said, "I will transfer our reliable troops to Liaoxi first, and I'll hurry up and mobilize the other troops."

After finishing the discussion with Zhang Zuolin, Zhang Zuoxiang hurriedly went out.

Zhang Zuolin immediately ordered his household to pack up their things quickly and prepare to retreat.

Antiques, calligraphy, paintings, gold and silver—he couldn't care about sorting them anymore, stuffing them directly into various boxes. However, just as they had started packing a little, gunshots suddenly rang out outside. Zhang Zuolin shivered, and a moment later, the gunshots became more and more dense. After another while, Wang Yongjiang rushed into Zhang Zuolin's home, burning with anxiety. "Marshal! The people from Mantetsu in the city are coordinating from inside and outside, and have started to seize the city gates! The brothers can't hold them off now! Marshal, make a decision quickly!"

"Where is Tang Yulin? Isn't he in charge of secret agents!" Zhang Zuolin asked sternly. The Japanese action was so hasty that Zhang Zuolin had surprisingly not detected it at all beforehand.

"Haven't seen him!" Wang Yongjiang answered anxiously.

"I fuck his grandmother!" Zhang Zuolin shouted loudly.

"Marshal, let's hurry up and deploy troops to fight the Japanese!" Wang Yongjiang quickly reminded.

"Fight what fight! Hurry up and *che hu* [run for it]! Let's get out first!" In his desperation, Zhang Zuolin even shouted out the slang from his days as a bandit.
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On September 28, 1915, the Japanese Korea Army charged into the Northeast from Sinuiju. The Northeast garrison at the border was extremely fearful of Japan. When the Japanese army opened fire on them, the Northeast garrison scattered in an uproar. The Japanese Korea Army immediately headed straight for Shenyang. At this time, Japan had bought off Zhang Zuolin's subordinate Tang Yulin. As the commander of secret agents, Tang Yulin concealed the personnel movements under the cover of the Japanese "Mantetsu". Nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers first infiltrated Shenyang in disguise, then changed into Japanese military uniforms, picked up weapons that had been transported into place long ago, and launched an attack on the Shenyang garrison.

The Shenyang garrison feared the enemy like tigers. Except for the subordinates of the Garrison Command who put up weak resistance, the regular Shenyang garrison collapsed at the first touch against the enemy in Japanese military uniforms. Zhang Zuolin had originally wanted to flee back to Liaoxi, but changed his mind when he left the city. He led his personal guard and the defeated troops to retreat towards Changchun. By the morning of September 29, the Japanese army had occupied the entire city of Shenyang.

The intelligence agents of several stations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's intelligence agency relayed the intelligence. After traveling day and night, they finally arrived near Jinzhou on September 30. There were many refugees on the road. The intelligence agent knew that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was advancing into the Northeast, but did not know the situation of the battle, so he could only slow down and move forward slowly. It was not until he saw an inn flying a safety sign that he urged his almost foaming horse to gallop over.

Just as he jumped off the horse, the comrades inside the inn had already come out to welcome him. "We were just about to send someone to notify you! Didn't expect you to come."

"How is it exactly?" the comrade from the direction of Shenyang asked.

The comrade on the Jinzhou side said happily, "Our troops captured Jinzhou in two days. The more than four thousand enemies in Jinzhou were completely wiped out. Is there any new situation in Shenyang?"

The comrade from the direction of Shenyang smiled bitterly. "The Japanese captured Shenyang in one day. More than thirty thousand defenders completely collapsed."

Now it was the turn of the comrade on the Jinzhou side to be stunned. After staying dazed for a long while, he said in a voice of complete disbelief, "You're not joking, right? Even if those were thirty thousand fucking pigs, they could still resist for two days!"

The situation had changed so much that the intelligence agent dared not stay. He went directly into Jinzhou city to report to the commander of the attacking troops. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacking Jinzhou were the 14th and 18th Armies. The main attacking force was the 14th Army, and the garrison force was also the 14th Army. The 18th Army was only responsible for assisting tasks. Their task was to set out from Jinzhou and march towards the Panjin area.

But the intelligence agent from Shenyang arrived in Jinzhou in time, causing the 18th Army to temporarily stop its advance.

The commander of the 14th Army, Wang Zuomin, was an old brother of Chai Qingguo and came from a Boxer background. He was nearly forty years old this year. The commander of the 18th Army, Mu Husan, was only twenty-six years old. The intelligence agent was in his early thirties this year. Seeing Wang Zuomin was fine, but facing a young commander several years younger than himself, he was quite unaccustomed for a moment.

After listening to the intelligence agent recount the fall of Shenyang, Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan looked at each other. Wang Zuomin was shocked, while Mu Husan revealed a sharp feeling like a steel blade being unsheathed.

After just one glance, both Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan's eyes fell on the map. Panjin, which the People's Party wanted to capture right now, was a very important area. It was the center of the Liaohe Delta, bordering Anshan City to the east and northeast, facing Yingkou City across the Daliao River to the southeast, bordering Jinzhou City to the west and northwest, and facing the Liaodong Bay of the Bohai Sea to the south. As long as this area was taken, the vast area of southern Liaoning could be controlled. It was also an important base for the next attack on Liaoyang.

But the appearance of the Japanese disrupted the plan of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In the original plan, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army thought that if they could capture Shenyang before winter, they would blockade the Sino-Korean border and fight again next spring.

"Should we continue to attack?" Wang Zuomin was extremely hesitant.

Mu Husan did not answer directly. He asked the intelligence agent a few more questions, all about the number and unit designation of the Japanese troops.

"When we tried our best to escape, we didn't investigate this issue at all. But before we left, we confirmed that the Japanese army had already occupied Shenyang." The intelligence agent answered truthfully.

Seeing that nothing new could be asked, Mu Husan said to the intelligence agent, "You go down and rest first."

After the intelligence agent left, Mu Husan took out another topographic map. This was the confidential part of the People's Party's maps. Chen Ke's few hardcover backpacker map books had all been burned now, but these maps were traced and distributed to the whole army. In terms of combat, these topographic maps played a huge role. The layout of mountains and rivers needed more confirmation and further detailed survey, but there was no need to make rough maps.

Wang Zuomin and Mu Husan gathered in front of the topographic map. With the terrain, the situation became clearer. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army followed the flat land by the Bohai Sea and marched north from near Qinhuangdao all the way to capture Jinzhou, a strategic point for exiting the pass. If they continued according to the original military plan, and the 18th Army attacked Panjin, then the possibility of the Japanese army going south had to be considered. Although Japan was the invader, the Japanese had managed the Northeast for more than a decade after all, and were more familiar with the situation in the Northeast than the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The magic weapon of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was relying on the masses and fighting on interior lines. The biggest advantage of interior line operations was supply advantage. Compared with the Japanese army now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could absolutely not be called fighting on interior lines.

"Fight or defend?" Wang Zuomin asked again.

Mu Husan pointed to several strategic points and said, "How to defend is also a problem. Look at this map. The Japanese navy can attack Qinhuangdao and Huludao at any time. They can also land from Yingkou and other places at any time. If the retreat route is cut off, it will be very difficult to defend."

Wang Zuomin agreed with Mu Husan's point of view, but he also pointed to the map and said, "But once we get here, we can't retreat. If we retreat and the Japanese occupy these strategic points, we will have to pay too great a price to capture these places again."

Mu Husan nodded. "Ensure logistics, mobilize the masses. The troops themselves must also engage in construction and production. We cannot let go of the territory we have already occupied."

Wang Zuomin had just nodded in agreement when he heard Mu Husan continue, "But I think we still have to fight for Panjin. If we don't fight now, the range we can move in is only this small patch of Jinzhou. After attacking Panjin, at least the Japanese will know that we can operate in a wider area."

As fellow army commanders, Wang Zuomin could not command Mu Husan. Moreover, in the original military plan, Mu Husan's task was to attack Panjin. But the situation had changed too much. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an offensive force, it was absolutely not a reckless force. "I will guard the rear well," Wang Zuomin said.

"If the situation is not right, I will retreat," Mu Husan also said.

The departure of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was delayed by less than half a day, and twenty thousand troops marched towards Panjin.

Sun Yat-sen and his party arrived in the Northeast on September 30. At this time, Shenyang had basically returned to calm—the calm under Japanese military administration. Japanese soldiers were everywhere on the streets. In order to give face to Sun Yat-sen, he and several "officials" of the "New Beiyang Government" entered Shenyang City in cars.

In the same car with Sun Yat-sen were Chen Qimei and Wang Jingwei. Seeing that Sun Yat-sen was quite emotional, the two of them also felt a surge of emotions. having engaged in revolution for more than a decade, this was the first time they had entered a Chinese city with such glory.

There were some "organized" local representatives of Shenyang on the streets. They held banners welcoming "Grand President Sun Yat-sen". Regardless of the look on their faces, at least they waved small flags to show welcome.

Arriving at Zhang Zuolin's Military Governor's Office, a crowd of Northeast civil and military officials who had defected to the Japanese or failed to escape were lined up at the door to welcome them. These people were guys who had experienced at least two regime changes, so even welcoming a new master didn't stimulate their sense of shame much. The leader was the newly appointed Fengtian Garrison Commander Tang Yulin. This sworn brother of Zhang Zuolin went up enthusiastically to open the car door for Sun Yat-sen. "Hello, Grand President Sun! All our government and military colleagues in Fengtian have been waiting for you for a long time."

Sun Yat-sen's two small mustaches were trimmed neatly. He stepped forward to shake hands with Tang Yulin with an attitude that was majestic yet kind. Then he smiled and said, "Let's go inside and talk."

On September 30, 1915, Sun Yat-sen officially announced his inauguration as the second Grand President of the Republic of China in Fengtian. And in the capacity of the President of the Republic, through Japanese communication channels, he sent official presidential letters to Feng Guozhang in the south and Duan Qirui in Shanxi, requiring them to obey the political and military orders of the new government.

On October 1, 1915, the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army arrived in Panjin. Amidst a chaotic situation, they easily occupied this city.
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"The Chinese troops occupied Panjin?" Japan was also startled after receiving this news. Like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Japanese army also had the psychological preparation that they would fight the other side sooner or later, but they had not made plans to engage the other side in the short term.

After a brief discussion, the Japanese army, in the wake of their great victory, made a decision that they would regret too late in the future: "Send a unit to probe them."

"The Japanese sent a regiment?" Mu Husan was quite skeptical about the authenticity of this intelligence. If Mu Husan were not an officer of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, he might have thought this decision was correct. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army emphasized all day long, "You fight your way, I fight mine." If it were Mu Husan, he would either send a small unit or fight a battle of annihilation with heavy troops. He really couldn't do something like sending a few thousand people to play a probing game.

The attitude of the staff department was exactly the same as that of the commander. "How do we annihilate this enemy force?" A Japanese regiment was equivalent to a Chinese regiment level. After the military system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army changed to the "Three-Three System", the strength of one regiment was lower than that of a Japanese regiment, while the strength of one division was higher than that of a regiment.

"As long as the Japanese army enters the plain area, use the strength of two divisions to annihilate them in field warfare." Mu Husan quickly gave his own idea.

"Should we besiege the point to strike the reinforcements?" The Chief of Staff hoped to expand the battle results even more.

"No need. We have already been to Panjin. Even if we come again next time, it will be a familiar road. No need to pursue greater combat results. It's only October, and it's already this cold. How to pass this winter is no joke." As a Southerner, Mu Husan was extremely sensitive to the weather in the North. Moreover, the military academy had also introduced that in cold regions, sometimes a small wound could kill a person.

"We are going to fight the Japanese!" The troops were extremely excited about this sudden situation. As a Chinese army, defending the country meant fighting foreigners. Although the fact that the reactionaries were also Chinese did not cause any negative impact on the troops' emotions and fighting will, fighting a war with foreigners really made the whole army feel a trace of indescribable emotion amidst their excitement.

However, the early stage of the battle was lackluster. Two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted a rapid march method to try to pincers from left and right, while the Japanese army advanced normally. The sentries of both sides first discovered the other's sentries, then engaged in short skirmishes, and then judged the other's location from the direction of the enemy's retreat. Without air reconnaissance, it took both sides a whole day to enter the critical state of combat.

Captured Japanese prisoners were taken past the formation. The Japanese army's black military uniforms and cylindrical caps opened the eyes of those Revolutionary Army soldiers who had never seen Japanese soldiers before. Color pictures were always a bit distorted, and photos couldn't show the real colors. Fighting enemies wearing such uniforms tomorrow made the comrades feel a bit more confident in their hearts.

"How exactly do we fight this battle?" This was the question most asked by the soldiers in the troops.

"Don't think so much. Just beat them to death. If you can kill them, don't wound them. If you can kill them, don't take prisoners." Almost all commanders at all levels said this to the soldiers. If this were a battle with other domestic armies, the commanders would absolutely not issue such cruel orders. It was not that these commanders were full of militaristic thinking, nor was there any tendency for commanders to incite nationalism and revanchism. Rather, everyone genuinely felt that if domestic reactionaries were enemies, then foreign aggressors were even more so enemies. Plus, they didn't understand how to deal with these people at all, so everyone could only rely more on the weapons in their hands and the combat skills practiced daily.

The troop strength was nearly four times that of the enemy, so the battle naturally unfolded in the mode of a battle of annihilation. After a night of maneuvering, various units began to advance after dawn.

As the defending side, the Japanese army naturally had its advantages. What entered the field of vision of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a very standard field position. No enemies could be seen on the position, but trenches could be seen. The Japanese army was far stronger than the Beiyang Army in this regard. However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not care too much about this.

Compared with the Beiyang Army, the Japanese army was more composed. Even if surrounded, the Japanese army sent cavalry to the main force in Shenyang to ask for help. As long as the Japanese army could hold out for one day, the rescue troops would be able to arrive. The Japanese army quietly waited for the numerically superior Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to launch an attack in the form of conventional wave assaults or even group charges. Before such an attack was launched, any shooting was meaningless.

However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent out small units to approach the Japanese army. These soldiers wearing strange camouflage military uniforms made full use of the terrain to approach forward. They also did not fire, but silently shortened the distance to the Japanese army.

The originally relatively calm look of the Regiment Commander began to become anxious. If the opposing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was allowed to approach without stopping in the form of small units like this, it wouldn't take long for the front lines of both sides to let the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupy the advantage in troop strength.

"Fire!" The Regiment Commander finally gave the order.

The Japanese shooting somewhat disrupted the attack method of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The advance that was originally like flowing clouds and flowing water was temporarily interrupted. However, it was not the infantry that returned fire, but the artillery positioned at the rear. Fifty mountain guns and large-caliber mortars began to shoot at the Japanese firepower points. After a few test shots, they caused a large number of casualties on the Japanese position.

"Artillery, return fire!" The Regiment Commander roared. Even knowing that his artillery was inferior in both quantity and caliber, the Regiment Commander could not come up with any other method.

After the artillery duel began, the Regiment Commander's attention became more concentrated. At this time, it was precisely necessary to guard against those Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army infantry who were already extremely close to the Japanese lines launching a charge under artillery fire.

Such a terrible situation did not happen. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were still moving forward. But there was never a situation where a large number of soldiers charged. However, not long after, a dozen fire dragons suddenly flew up from the rear of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Some strange things spraying flames and thick smoke from their tails crashed into the Japanese position at high speed.

The violent explosions made the ground start to shake. The Japanese Regiment Commander didn't even understand what had happened, and simply didn't know what those weapons he had never seen before were. Were they the People's Party's heavy artillery, or God knows what ghostly things! He only felt a strong shock, a huge wave of sound and air, and a high-rising column of smoke. Behind the scattered dust and thick smoke, when the shouts of the charge rang out, the Japanese Regiment Commander, whose mind was a bit groggy, didn't even immediately realize that the infantry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had finally started their charge.

Under the cover of light machine guns, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not attack across the entire line, but adopted the mode of column attack according to the route observed and planned before the rocket artillery firing. They tore open the enemy's defense line, controlled the breach with light machine guns, and the troops continued to rush inside to kill. This tactic, which was only completed by the Germans at the end of World War I, showed extremely high combat efficiency in the face of the Japanese trench defense system.

Since the trenches were dug straight through, the light machine gunners didn't even need to aim with the sight; they could effectively strike enemies within dozens of meters directly by using the earthen walls on both sides of the trench as reference objects. Most of the Japanese who were shot dead simply didn't have time to use the weapons in their hands to fight back. They were like rats blocked in a dead end. When the comrades in front had not been killed, they blocked the possibility of the Japanese soldiers behind shooting, and the Japanese soldiers behind simply couldn't see what was happening in front. When the comrades in front were shot dead and fell down, they were bewilderedly exposed to the whistling light machine gun bullets.

Sergeant Yokoji Keiji led his squad to be responsible for a heavy machine gun position. The position was located in the third trench, with a very good terrain position that could overlook the attack direction of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. However, when Sergeant Yokoji Keiji woke up from the shock of the rocket artillery and could see the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army relatively clearly, he found that the enemy had already crossed the first three trenches and was launching an assault on the fourth trench. That strange camouflage military uniform blended perfectly with the dust-filled position. Yokoji Keiji surprisingly found that he couldn't count exactly how many enemies were crawling forward or running fast with their waists bent and heads down.

But at this time, he couldn't care about that much anymore. No enemies had appeared on the front that Sergeant Yokoji Keiji was supposed to defend, so he hurriedly shouted and yelled to order his subordinates to turn the machine gun muzzle. The machine gun was set up on the edge of the trench. If they wanted to move it, they had to straighten up their bodies. A moment later, these Japanese soldiers struggling to move it became targets for light machine guns. At least three light machine guns of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to shoot at this firepower point. Five or six soldiers were put down on the ground in the blink of an eye.

Perhaps the amulet that Sergeant Yokoji Keiji always wore on his body played a role; he was surprisingly unharmed in such concentrated fire. Unable to care about anything else, Yokoji Keiji pulled the trigger of the heavy machine gun that had already turned its direction. The position was not completely adjusted, so the machine gun began to jump crazily like an uncontrollable inferior horse. God knows how many Chinese troops were hit. The violent vibration quickly made Sergeant Yokoji Keiji's arms feel great pain. When a belt of bullets was finished, Sergeant Yokoji Keiji felt that his hands were numb, and he couldn't even effectively let go of the machine gun tightly gripped in his hands.

In this brief gap, Sergeant Yokoji Keiji saw a few things flying over. Some hit outside the trench and bounced in other directions. However, one fell straight into Sergeant Yokoji Keiji's crotch. Then it was stuck by the corpse of a Japanese soldier.

There was no pain in the initial feeling of the impact. Under the powerful impact force, Yokoji Keiji involuntarily fell backwards. In this instant, he saw the blue sky. Although polluted by gunpowder smoke, behind the smoke was the boundless blue sky with azure colors that seemed capable of sucking people in.

Various Japanese firepower points were the key targets of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army machine gunners. If machine guns couldn't eliminate them, use grenades. If grenades couldn't solve it either, then use both machine guns and grenades. In any case, the enemy's most powerful firepower support had to be eliminated. The soldiers rushing into the battlefield fought completely relying on the habits of their daily training in this huge and cruel environment.

The Japanese position was first split into two in a very short time, and then split into four in an even shorter time. The trenches in each area became dead ends. The Japanese soldiers blocked at both ends were shot dead like rats under the concentrated fire of machine guns and rifles. Some Japanese soldiers managed to hold the entrance to the trench. But the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army threw grenades into the Japanese trenches where the number of people was very dense.

Some Japanese soldiers, terrified by this hellish scene, couldn't help but use both hands and feet to crawl out of the trenches. These Japanese soldiers were killed one after another by various firepower points arranged on the positions already controlled by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The skirmishers whose command system no longer existed might be able to kill or wound one or two soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army by relying on personal bravery and luck. Then they would suffer retaliation from ten times or even dozens of times the firepower, and die a violent death in a moment.

Counting from the time the infantry of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officially attacked, it only took a little over an hour for the battle situation to turn from a two-sided fight into a one-sided massacre. Even calculating from the start of the movement to the position, the battle had not developed to this stage for even five hours.

Completely destroying the enemy's resistance, annihilating the remnant enemies, and cleaning up the battlefield instead took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army six or seven hours.

In the battle, from commanders to soldiers, everyone upheld the attitude of "kill if possible, don't wound; kill if possible, don't capture." Of the more than three thousand men in this Japanese regiment, more than one thousand were killed and more than one thousand were wounded. And of these more than one thousand wounded, more than half had no need for medical treatment. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacked the headquarters, the Japanese Regiment Commander led the security staff and others in a Banzai charge. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had never encountered such fierce enemies, first used a concentrated fire of machine guns, rifles, and pistols, and then they rushed up almost instinctively to use bayonets and bullets to finish off these fierce enemies.

What chivalry, what respect for brave enemies, those were all strange ideas that only guys far away from the battlefield could come up with. On the battlefield, thoroughly dead enemies were what everyone really needed.

The language of the Chinese and Japanese sides was not mutually intelligible. Whatever the Japanese soldiers yelled in Japanese sounded like meaningless "bird chatter" to the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if the Japanese shouted surrender, the effect played was merely to attract the attention of the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. On the battlefield, there was nothing worse than attracting the enemy's attention.

After the battle ended, the soldiers finally confirmed their victory. Amidst the cheers, there was finally leisure time for problems that there was absolutely no time to think about during the battle. The soldiers conquered death and eliminated the enemy. Looking at the corpses in black military uniforms all over the ground, many people felt fear after the event. The Japanese army was an army with a very strong will to fight. At least during the battle, they tried to use bayonets to solve problems more than once. However, the firepower advantage brought by the troop strength advantage turned these brave Japanese soldiers into sieves. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attached great importance to bayonet fighting. Many soldiers were guessing what the battle would have looked like if there really had been a bayonet fight.

The commanders considered more. Many commanders felt quite strange. If the combat effectiveness of this Japanese army was regarded as the average Japanese level, such an army could actually capture Shenyang in one day. How useless must the Northeast Army be? It took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army two days to capture Jinzhou City.

However, the political commissars were certainly not so naive. "Comrades, reactionary armies are all like this. Fight foreigners? They may not dare. But when it comes to really killing Chinese people, they may not necessarily be cowardly as mice. We must not harbor illusions about them. When a dog bites people, it is also very fierce."

The Japanese troops annihilated by this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army belonged to the 20th Division of the Japanese Korea Army. After being surrounded, they immediately sent people to ask for help from the 20th Division in Fengtian. The 20th Division naturally immediately raised troops to rescue. In the future, this decision would be called an extremely wrong decision in Japanese military history.
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On the early morning of October 6th, atop the city walls of Changchun, Zhang Zuolin, wearing a tragic expression, used his binoculars to watch the Japanese army approaching in the distance. After fleeing to Changchun, Zhang Zuolin surprisingly still had four or five thousand men with him. The garrison troops numbered over three thousand. Cobbling together these seven or eight thousand men, they had at least managed to gain a foothold in Changchun.

The temperature was already quite low. Zhang Zuolin breathed out a puff of white mist and looked up at the clear sky. If only it would snow heavily now. The heavy snows of the Northeast could pile up to waist height; in that case, Japan would have no way to attack Changchun.

Looking back at his subordinates on the city wall, most were defeated soldiers from Fengtian. Along the way, Zhang Zuolin had his personal guard gather these guys who were fleeing like stray dogs as best they could. Although there were quite a few of them, not many carried guns. Even though they had followed Zhang Zuolin to Changchun in their desperation, Changchun didn't have many weapons in stock either. Zhang Zuolin didn't dare issue precious rifles to these defeated soldiers. Aside from the subordinates of Wang Yongjiang's garrison command who carried rifles, many others on the city wall were empty-handed.

Zhang Zuolin saw that many men, even before the Japanese army reached the city walls, were already pale with fright and trembling all over. At the slightest disturbance, they would likely dare to run away. In fact, Zhang Zuolin was just as terrified in his heart. When he was young, he had secretly killed some Japanese, but that was done secretly. It absolutely could not be known by the Japanese. If the Japanese knew, they would seek revenge for those killed. This was also the fundamental reason why Zhang Zuolin and the Fengtian Army did not dare to go to war with Japan. Japan would absolutely show no mercy to those who stood as their enemies. The Russo-Japanese War proved this point. To conquer the Lushun Fortress, the Japanese army paid a huge price, yet they eventually conquered the Lushun Fortress. And Zhang Zuolin and his Fengtian Army simply did not have the courage to stand out as Japan's enemies. As long as it was possible to flee, they would definitely choose to flee.

But Zhang Zuolin now didn't even have the courage to flee. He had gone through untold hardships to climb to the position of Military Governor of Fengtian and become the "King of the Northeast." To make him run back to Western Liaoning to be a bandit again—Zhang Zuolin would rather die.

"Marshal! Open fire and bombard them!" Wang Yongjiang, standing beside Zhang Zuolin, said in a low voice.

"This... wait a little longer!" Zhang Zuolin feigned calm. Opening fire on the Japanese meant officially declaring war on the Japanese, meant Zhang Zuolin publicly taking the stance of an enemy of the Japanese. Precisely because he knew the Japanese devils' attitude of resting only when the enemy was dead, Zhang Zuolin absolutely dared not be Japan's enemy.

"Marshal! We can't wait any longer!" Wang Yongjiang's voice contained a threat amidst the anxiety. "If we don't open fire now, it will really be too late!"

Zhang Zuolin was fighting a fierce battle in his heart. Hearing the tone of reprimand in Wang Yongjiang's voice, Zhang Zuolin flew into a rage out of humiliation and couldn't help but curse, "Motherfucker! What the hell does a scholar like you know!"

Wang Yongjiang's face immediately turned ugly. He was indeed a rare scholar among Zhang Zuolin's subordinates. In his youth, Wang Yongjiang was well-read and exceedingly talented. He had a quick mind and was also skilled in medicine. During his service in the Liaoyang police administration, he was deeply appreciated by Yuan Jinkai. In the early years of the Republic, when Wang Yongjiang served as the director of the Fengtian Provincial Tax Bureau, he met Zhang Zuolin for the first time. Because Zhang came from a rough background and had only studied in a private school for three years, he didn't pay much attention to Wang Yongjiang. The self-righteous Wang Yongjiang was unhappy but couldn't flare up. Later, because during the early period of Zhang Zuolin's administration, the Northeast's finance was in chaos and revenue was tight, and the Japanese used gold notes and banknotes to compete for the market with Fengtian notes, plus the source of Fengtian Army soldiers was complex, military discipline was lax, and many came from the greenwoods (bandits), acting lawlessly. Zhang Zuolin was very anxious and began to recruit worthy men, saying to his subordinates: "Whoever among us is a capable man who can govern the country and bring peace, I will employ him with a high salary!" Yuan Jinkai took the opportunity to recommend Wang Yongjiang. Zhang Zuolin resented his arrogance and didn't want to employ him. Yuan Jinkai said: "Minyuan stood out when he was young, praised by the people of Jinzhou as one of the 'Two Lus and Two Dings.' Even Viceroy Xi Liang praised him as 'the number one man in Fengtian police administration.' This man can be entrusted with heavy responsibility!"

Wang Yongjiang took up the post of senior advisor to the Fengtian Military Governor's Office, and soon became the director of the Provincial Police Department and the director of the Fengtian Police Agency, finally gaining Zhang Zuolin's trust.

In this Japanese attack on Fengtian, Wang Yongjiang was the only Fengtian Army commander capable of organizing troops to counterattack. During the escort of Zhang Zuolin's escape, Wang Yongjiang's subordinates were also the only ones to maintain their formation. Now seeing the Japanese pressing in step by step, while Zhang Zuolin, who claimed to have built his career on fighting, didn't even dare to shell them, Wang Yongjiang's disappointment was unparalleled. He suddenly understood that he had truly chosen the wrong object of loyalty.

However, Zhang Zuolin was Zhang Zuolin after all. After a momentary loss of composure, he also understood that Wang Yongjiang was not wrong. The Fengtian Army officers and soldiers around them were nervous to death. Not only did Zhang Zuolin know that the Japanese absolutely beat their enemies to death when taking revenge, but these Fengtian Army soldiers naturally knew it too. If the Japanese were allowed to press up to the city wall, without even firing a few shots, this bunch of Fengtian Army soldiers would dare to scatter and flee just like those Fengtian Army soldiers who guarded Fengtian.

"Fire a shot to the front of the city," Zhang Zuolin shouted. After shouting, he added a sentence, "Don't shoot too far!"

Wang Yongjiang was so angry in his heart! Trying to scare the Japanese yet afraid to hurt the Japanese—what exactly did Zhang Zuolin want to do?

After a while, the artillery position inside the city finally fired a lonely shot. The shell flew over the top of the city wall and exploded a small pit on the ground fifty-odd meters outside the city.

However, the distant Japanese army seemed to be frightened by this shot. Their speed of action slowed down noticeably. After another while, the Japanese army actually stopped first, and not long after, the Japanese army surprisingly began to retreat.

The Fengtian Army on the Changchun city wall watched the Japanese army's changes dumbfounded. "What are the Japanese doing?" Such whispers spread constantly among the Fengtian Army.

"Are the Japanese preparing some new trick?" A considerable number of people thought the Japanese were about to pull some ruthless move.

Until the Japanese army completely disappeared from the vision of the Fengtian Army on the Changchun city wall, completely disappeared from the vision of the binoculars, the Changchun city wall remained very quiet. No one dared to believe what had happened before their eyes. Until someone suddenly shouted loudly, "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!" Then, thunderous cheers immediately erupted up and down the city wall!

"Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!" "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot!!"

"Long live Marshal Zhang!" "Long live Marshal Zhang!!"

All kinds of excited shouts revealed the heartfelt thoughts of the Fengtian Army from top to bottom—finally, they didn't have to fight the Japanese!

Zhang Zuolin was also excited, laughing continuously. Hearing the various flattery that began to become somewhat absurd, Zhang Zuolin laughed even more happily. Actually, he didn't really believe this bullshit. Being able to not publicly be the Japanese's enemy was the thing that made Zhang Zuolin happiest.

Wang Yongjiang stared outside the city without saying a word. He naturally couldn't believe such absurd bullshit as "Marshal Zhang scared away the Japanese with one shot." He had even less intention of participating in this incredibly foolish celebration of "surviving a disaster."

"What exactly happened that made the Japanese have to retreat so hastily?" Wang Yongjiang was very puzzled by this.

"Marshal, let's hurry and send someone to inquire about the news," Wang Yongjiang whispered to Zhang Zuolin.

Zhang Zuolin nodded repeatedly while laughing, "Hehe, good, good, send someone to inquire immediately!"

The one attacking Changchun was the 19th Division of the Japanese Chosen Army. They didn't think Changchun could stop the Japanese army's pace at all. After stabilizing the situation in Fengtian, the 19th Division set off for Changchun. But just as the attack preparations were about to begin, a messenger officer from Fengtian brought the headquarters' order, demanding the 19th Division return to Fengtian immediately. The 19th Division Commander was greatly puzzled. Seeing that he was about to attack Changchun, and Zhang Zuolin was so scared he only dared to fire a demonstrative shot, yet at this very moment, he was ordered to ignore Changchun and return to Fengtian immediately.

"What happened?!" the 19th Division Commander asked sternly.

The messenger officer didn't dare to speak loudly. He leaned in front of the 19th Division Commander and whispered, "The 20th Division has been completely wiped out. Fengtian is now completely empty."

"You're not joking, are you?" The 19th Division Commander stared at the messenger officer and asked. This news sounded only ridiculous to the Division Commander. The Fengtian Army collapsed at the first touch before the Japanese army. The People's Party were also Chinese; how could it be possible that a Japanese division was completely annihilated by the People's Party?

But the seal and signature on the official document brought by the messenger officer had no problems. The headquarters ordered the 19th Division to leave Changchun immediately and rush back to Fengtian. This was definitely not a joke by someone trying to tease the Division Commander.

Staring viciously for a good while at Changchun, which was almost in hand, the 19th Division Commander issued the retreat order with extreme indignation.

This was not a joke. The Japanese 20th Division received news that its own regiment was under siege and immediately set off to rescue. Since the Japanese Regimental Commander stated in the request for help that he had prepared a defense system of five trench lines and was confident of holding out for two days, the 20th Division thought this was a good opportunity to attack from inside and outside to inflict heavy damage on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Since both sides were in field warfare, there was no possibility of carrying large-caliber artillery. Five trench lines of a regiment were enough to withstand the siege of several times the enemy. Although the annihilation of a division had occurred in Shandong, the Japanese side believed that was because the Japanese army rashly entered the People's Party's controlled area and underestimated the enemy. However, the Northeast was almost half a home field for Japan. The 20th Division did not believe that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as a guest army, could have the same combat capability as in Shandong.

So the 20th Division was pincered by two divisions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The battle lasted only one day from start to finish. The Division Commander was shot to death by the attacking Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the division headquarters. He didn't even have time to burn the division's military flag before he died.

Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have a plan to "besiege a point to strike the reinforcements," they unexpectedly achieved the result of "besieging a point to strike the reinforcements."

"Commander Mu, what do we do next? Attack Shenyang?" the Chief of Staff said excitedly. Before the reorganization, he felt deeply worried about what level the combat effectiveness could be maintained at. Now the Chief of Staff had full confidence in the troops' combat effectiveness.

"What if we take Shenyang?" Mu Husan asked back calmly.

"If we take Shenyang, we blockade the China-Korea border!" Faced with Mu Husan's question, the Chief of Staff subconsciously recited the initial operational plan.

"That won't do. The basis of that plan was that Japan was not prepared to march into the Northeast. Now the situation has changed," Mu Husan replied.

"If the plan changes, what do we do next?" the Chief of Staff asked.

"Commander Pu once told us something. When the Military Commission discussed the plan to march into the Northeast, Chairman Chen Ke said that if we catch members of Japan's Mantetsu and shoot one, there will definitely be one or two who are wronged. If we shoot every other one, the half that wasn't shot are definitely all fish that escaped the net. Now Mantetsu is Japan's eyes and ears in the Northeast. Since the Japanese have already entered the Northeast, it is necessary for us to dig out their eyes and ears," Mu Husan's tone sounded relaxed, but there was an indescribable grim killing intent.
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On the gentle slope, the cyan uniforms of the Fengtian Army stood out conspicuously among the corpses of the Japanese army in black uniforms and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in camouflage.

"Hurry up! Carry these few Japanese out of here! They're blocking the way!" A soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army responsible for supervising the labor of these Fengtian Army soldiers shouted.

If it were ordinary times, these Fengtian Army soldiers would have long thought of running away, but the sight of Japanese corpses covering the ground really scared them witless. Some timid ones were too scared to even speak, while some bolder ones whispered to their companions while carrying Japanese corpses and heavy wounded.

"My God, how many Japanese did the People's Party kill?"

"Must be several thousand, right?"

The questioner and the speaker both kept their voices very low.

"Are these people really Japanese?" someone also asked. As soon as the voice fell, intermittent cursing in Japanese from Japanese wounded came from beside them.

The guy who asked this stupid question was rolled eyes at by his companions. "In this place, everywhere is people speaking Japanese. You tell me if they are Japanese army?"

"Then if you say that, when the People's Party fought us, they really showed mercy. Look, corpses all over the ground, and we only lost a few people," a Fengtian Army soldier said with great rejoicing.

Indeed, on the main battlefield where the Japanese 20th Division was annihilated, the ground was covered with a dark mass of Japanese corpses. When the Japanese army was attacked by the sudden appearance, they performed quite well. Fully utilizing the terrain, the 20th Division headquarters established a command post on the high ground, and the vanguard troops immediately launched an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Especially on a piece of open ground, it was piled with Japanese corpses. That was the main direction of the Japanese army's several charges. Before the individual shelters and machine gun bunkers rapidly dug by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Japanese army first had more than three hundred men gunned down. But relying on a fierce spirit, the remaining Japanese troops still charged onto the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's position with bayonets. However, these Japanese troops soon died under attacks from weapons like pistols. Except for the infantry stabbing them a few times with bayonets for fear they weren't completely dead, the battle was bloody enough, but not cruel enough.

These corpse-collecting Fengtian Army soldiers were captured in Panjin. Mu Husan didn't think he had the leisure to feed these guys, nor was there a need to let them go easily. Finally, the political commissar came up with a method: anyone willing to clean up the battlefield could be released after finishing the cleanup. This was truly an indescribable thing for the Fengtian Army.

Generally speaking, people cleaning up the battlefield could search for valuable items on the corpses along the way, especially since these corpses were Japanese. Presumably, there were more valuable things. However, the Fengtian Army absolutely did not believe that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could defeat the Japanese so quickly. Not to mention that the Fengtian Army captives in Panjin this time numbered as high as two thousand. How big a battlefield would it take to employ more than two thousand people to clean it up?

Quite a few Fengtian Army soldiers worried that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was playing some trick, and some timid ones suspected that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to kill the captives, so they resolutely refused to participate in such a thing full of the scent of conspiracy.

With no other choice, the troops forced these guys to the vicinity of the battlefield with bayonets. Seeing the Japanese corpses covering the entire plain, these Fengtian Army soldiers believed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not joking. Even so, during the cleanup, Fengtian Army soldiers kept asking the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers around them, "Sir, will you really let us go after cleaning up the battlefield?"

However, not all Fengtian Army soldiers were like this. A very small number of Fengtian Army officers were observing the battlefield, guessing the course of the battle. For example, a battalion commander from the Panjin garrison stood up from time to time to size up the distribution of corpses around him, as well as the pits blasted by various shells. His brows were tightly furrowed, and his face wore an expression of incomprehension.

The battlefield was not the appearance of skirmish lines from both sides shooting at each other. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops attacking Panjin numbered only twenty thousand, but the Japanese casualties were in all directions. He looked toward the nearby hilltop; the Japanese command post was probably set up there. Looking carefully, it was probably so. The Japanese were certainly not stupid enough to set the command post on the very top of the slope, which could be proven by the appearance of many scraps of paper at a position slightly down from the top. And around here, traces of fierce hand-to-hand combat also appeared. Many Japanese corpses on the ground were disemboweled, and the amount of bloodstains was several times that of other areas.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had indeed launched a tragic bayonet fight with the Japanese army in this area. After eliminating the Japanese charges with light machine guns and grenades, the Japanese temporarily adopted a defensive stance. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army immediately completely surrounded the Japanese army and constantly compressed and encroached upon the Japanese positions.

After occupying favorable terrain, first a dozen rockets disrupted the Japanese deployment, followed by charging troops launching a fierce centripetal offensive from both north and south directions.

The Japanese 20th Division had three regiments in its establishment. Although one regiment was lost, the force committed to this battle was still over seven thousand men. The charge had only been going on for a dozen minutes, and two battalions of enemy troops that had not yet fallen into chaos charged up with bayonets to meet the two attacking forces of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army respectively. After machine guns and rifles ran out of bullets, the most reliable thing left was the bayonet. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unhesitatingly engaged in combat with the Japanese army with bayonets.

This battle was later written into the war history of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as the first large-scale bayonet battle in the true sense. Although the final result was not satisfactory, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still won the final victory. Chen Ke didn't understand bayonet fighting, knowing only a few basic terms like three-man cover. However, the People's Party itself had a scientific attitude. From the Red Spear Society captured in Shandong, the swordsmen invited from Cangzhou, the warrior monks captured from Shaolin Temple, as well as the Taoist priests invited from Wudang Mountain, together with the doctors of the Military Medical Academy, they had conducted scientific research on killing for several years.

From ergonomics to various traditional martial arts combined in bayonet fighting, plus the troops' training, especially the sufficient food for the troops in recent years, particularly the supply of meat and fat, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not fall behind in bayonet fighting, and the pistols of the squad and platoon leaders were sharp weapons at close range.

The Japanese army had always believed that bayonet fighting could easily crush the Chinese army just like dealing with the Chinese army before. Not only were the two largest organized units sent by the Japanese division headquarters firm in their will, but other Japanese skirmishers also almost instinctively fixed bayonets and engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Sharp bayonets pierced bodies, cut blood vessels, and severed limbs. Frantic shouts and hysterical roars instantly became the mainstream sounds of the battlefield.

The result was that the more scientific killing techniques of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won the victory, and this desperate fighting style led to the failure of the Japanese army. They had sent out all their forces, and once these forces were destroyed, the Japanese division headquarters was completely exposed on the attack route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The October sky in the Northeast was already very cool. Looking at the large patches of bloodstains and the Japanese corpses with miserable and terrible death appearances in the bloodstains, the Fengtian Army battalion commander couldn't help but shudder. Before seeing such a situation with his own eyes, he would absolutely never believe that there could be an army in China more adept at fighting and braver than the Japanese army, brave enough to conduct large-scale hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese army. And everything before his eyes proved that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an army capable of defeating the Japanese army. The battalion commander felt his legs go a bit soft.

Looking at the battlefield again, the Fengtian Army soldiers cleaning up the battlefield were working hard to pick the pockets of the Japanese dead when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't paying attention. Some also untied the Japanese leather belts and strapped them around their waists, then hurriedly covered the belts with their jackets. Some simply took off the Japanese military boots to replace their own broken cloth shoes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't pursue it too much. Except for a few guys who went too far, such as a guy with seven or eight belts strapped around his waist, whom the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army made keep only one belt and hand over the rest. There were also a few guys whose pockets were bulging to the point of bursting, who were also reprimanded and made to hand over most of the collected stuff.

The Japanese would absolutely not be so tolerant toward the Fengtian Army. If the Fengtian Army dared to touch even a tiny bit of the Japanese army's things in normal times, they would have to pay with their lives.

The Fengtian Army battalion commander suddenly put down the work in his hands. He ran to a Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander who was cleaning up the battlefield together with the soldiers and Fengtian Army POWs and shouted loudly: "Sir, I want to join our People's Party."

The commander was stunned, and all the surrounding Fengtian Army POWs were also stunned. Seeing the incomprehension on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commander's face, the battalion commander continued to shout: "Sir, I also hate the Japanese! I am willing to serve the People's Party! I... I am a local, you guys will always need locals, right?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army certainly needed locals, especially these local snakes of the Fengtian Army. The commander quickly understood what this tall Fengtian Army POW before him meant. He hurriedly said: "Comrade, it is very good that you are willing to forsake darkness for light, but we are here to clean up the battlefield now. How about we finish cleaning up the battlefield together first?"

The next day, Mu Husan received intelligence. After cleaning up the battlefield, more than two hundred Fengtian Army officers and soldiers explicitly expressed their willingness to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the emotions of the originally shock-unsettled Fengtian Army officers and soldiers clearly stabilized.

Some chose to leave, while some returned to the POW camp, saying they would "think about it again."

Letting the Fengtian Army participate in this battlefield cleanup originally had the intention of establishing prestige. Even if these people were willing to leave, it was no loss to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. As "volunteer propagandists," they could publicize the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army along the way. After all, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't organize the Northeast people to visit these battlefields. Words from Northeast locals were more likely to gain the trust of Northeast locals. Moreover, for the matter of burning the corpses of the Japanese war dead for great influence, Mu Husan was preparing to hire local people in Panjin to complete it.

With these defectors from the Northeast local army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gained many relatively reliable intelligence sources. Ordering the political commissar to hurry up and screen and reform these defecting soldiers, Mu Husan's remaining work was to dig out Japan's eyes and ears in the Northeast.
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The "Mantetsu" that the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to destroy was fully named the South Manchuria Railway Company. It was a special Japanese company that existed in Northeast China from 1906 to 1945. It was the core of Japan's management of Manchuria. At its peak, it held equity in more than 80 affiliated enterprises. The South Manchuria Railway Company was once called "Japan's East India Company in China," meaning it carried out colonial aggression in the name of a company. Therefore, Mantetsu was also called a "Colonial Company."

At its inception in 1906, it seized about 1,100 kilometers of railway. Starting in June 1907, it changed all the seized trunk and branch lines to standard gauge. First was the gauge change and realignment of the Anfeng Railway, and while changing the gauge, the Yalu River Railway Bridge on the China-Korea border was built. Starting in 1908, the second-track projects for sections like Dalian to Changchun and Sujiatun to Fushun were built respectively; at the same time, Dalian Port was expanded on a large scale. Besides owning the railway, it also owned "Mantetsu Attached Lands" ranging from 16.7 meters to 3,000 meters on both sides of the railway, with a total area of 482.9 square kilometers. Since Japan obtained the right to station 15 soldiers per 10 kilometers, the South Manchuria Railway became the stronghold of Japan's continental policy, successively responsible to the Governor-General of Kwantung, the Governor of Kwantung, and the Ambassador to Manchukuo, specifically the Manchurian Affairs Bureau.

To plunder the resources of the Northeast, Mantetsu members exhausted their minds and used vicious means. After having the surrendered Fengtian Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quickly obtained a large amount of intelligence regarding Mantetsu. "This Mantetsu really knows how to bully people!" This was the phrase the Fengtian Army loved to say the most.

"Then let's bully them a bit too," a comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said to the former Fengtian Army officers and soldiers as if joking.

"How so?" The Northeast men expressed incomprehension at these somewhat strange words.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not mistreat captives; this was discipline and also a principle. No precedent could be set for such things. But some things had to be done, so the existence of Fengtian Army defectors appeared very valuable.

"We want to sack Mantetsu now, and some matters need help from friends in the underworld," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said quite clearly.

"Yes! Yes!" The former Fengtian Army officers and soldiers nodded repeatedly in understanding during their separate talks. "Actually, there's no need to find any greenwoods bandits. Now that Fengtian is lost, many Fengtian Army brothers have no food to eat; finding them will do!"

After making preparations, the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee also held a meeting. The responsible comrade looked grim. "There are some things we must do now. If it comes to being held accountable, we have to bear the responsibility. Should we discuss this matter in the Army Party Committee?"

The comrades hesitated somewhat. Chen Ke's attitude towards completely destroying Mantetsu was very clear, but this didn't mean Chen Ke publicly supported carrying out a comprehensive massacre of Mantetsu members. For the People's Internal Affairs Committee, to obtain confidential intelligence, they had to "torment Mantetsu members to death." This was the literal meaning. A section of Mantetsu strongholds around Panjin had already been raided. The Japanese kept their mouths very tight, and these people really looked down on Chinese people.

After ordinary torture, they still shouted about how the Great Japanese Empire would not let the People's Party off. Later, there was really no other way but to skin a few stubborn Japanese devils alive in front of the Mantetsu members, then scald them to death with boiling water. Those Mantetsu members who were full of nonsense finally realized that the People's Internal Affairs Committee was not joking. As a result, this bunch of scum was scared into incontinence. They became willing to say everything they knew.

But it was already too late. Since these people had already seen things they shouldn't have seen, after verifying that what they said was correct, each guy was given a shot in the back of the head, and then a fire sent them back to Japan.

It was okay to do this kind of thing once or twice occasionally, but it couldn't always be done like this. When it came to doing it on a large scale, there had to be someone to do the dirty work, so the Internal Affairs Committee could only look for other "partners." But bringing this matter up at the Party Committee meeting would be extremely troublesome. Party Committee meetings had to be recorded. The records couldn't possibly state that everyone enthusiastically discussed whether to use torture on Mantetsu members, the degree of torture, and how to deal with the dead personnel who couldn't withstand the torture. With the army's temper, if you asked them to publicly shoot a million Japanese for the reason of infringing on the people, the army wouldn't even blink an eye, but the army definitely wouldn't intervene in such secret activities. If the Party Committee publicly vetoed it, that would be trouble.

The People's Internal Affairs Committee must obey the Party's leadership. The Party Committee couldn't intervene in the People's Internal Affairs Committee's investigation and arrest matters, but that didn't mean the Party Committee couldn't negate actions of a non-disciplinary and security nature. Moreover, without the support of the Party Committee and the troops, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had absolutely no way to take measures against Mantetsu alone.

After discussion, the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee decided to make this request at the Standing Committee meeting of the Party Committee.

The number of people on the Standing Committee was much smaller, actually just four or five people like the Corps Commander and Political Commissar. Decision-making efficiency was high.

"We hope the troops won't interfere with how those Mantetsu members die," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee made the request very straightforwardly.

The Political Commissar wanted to say something after hearing it, but couldn't say anything. After a good while, he said, "After all, we must leave some for public trial and execution; we also need to give the bullied masses a public explanation."

Other comrades from the Logistics Department and Staff Department were very smart. Even if they didn't fully understand at the beginning, they all understood after hearing the Political Commissar's words. The Chief of Staff smiled bitterly and said, "I think it's inappropriate. There is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind."

Seeing that opinions were already so opposed, Mu Husan, who hadn't made a sound, finally spoke up: "Is the intelligence held by those Japanese that important?"

"Many pieces of intelligence regarding Japan's domestic situation won't be easily confessed by the Japanese. Anyway, the troops will shoot them too, so we might as well extract more intelligence. Intelligence sources are scarce after all," said the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Don't think so much. As long as we solve the domestic problems, whatever Japan does is nothing to be afraid of." Mu Husan was quite confident. Or rather, he himself completely disapproved of torture to death.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee smiled bitterly. "Many Mantetsu members have stayed in Korea. This time we have already collected some things about Japan implementing land reform in Korea. This intelligence involves many details."

The People's Party implemented land reform domestically, and Japan also implemented "land reform" after annexing and occupying Korea. Of course, Japan's land reform and the People's Party's land reform could be said to run in completely opposite directions. The People's Party eliminated landlords and implemented public ownership of land as a means of production. Japan eliminated Korea's local forces and used the seized land to create pro-Japanese landlords. Especially in the southern plains of Korea, where there were originally many landlords from prominent Korean families; some of these people supported the Japanese, and some didn't. Japan eliminated a large number of landlords who refused to let Korea perish and distributed these lands to those Koreans who defected to Japan. They further supported the pro-Japanese faction in encroaching on land in Korea and striking at dissidents.

"This policy is naturally extremely beneficial to Japan. Land can't run away. Without Japanese support, these landlords can't sustain themselves at all. After creating this kind of political inequality, a large number of Korean landlords, in order to survive, and some speculators, in order to prosper, could only jump onto Japan's boat. After they owed blood debts to the local Korean people, they had to support Japan with all their might and frantically suppress the Korean people's resistance struggle." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee explained this. Of course, these explanations were also intended to show that the People's Internal Affairs Committee definitely didn't like indiscriminate killing and torture, but had unavoidable difficulties in their work.

Hearing this, those comrades who originally didn't support this approach also fell silent. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would definitely fight into Korea. Collecting more intelligence on Korea, especially intelligence on such interest groups within Korea, was particularly valuable. However, everyone also knew clearly that the Japanese devils wouldn't confess easily. Moreover, mistreating captives wasn't even a principled issue of "can do but can't say." It was simply something that couldn't be done.

After pondering for a moment, Mu Husan said, "Let's do it this way. You can pick 200 people to take away. We will shoot the others on the spot. And these 200 people can't be too famous; the famous ones must be shot publicly."

"This... no problem." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't have any objection. After all, those capable of engaging in such relatively secret work were mostly office sitters within Mantetsu.

After the decision was set, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to act comprehensively. First was sweeping all Japanese garrison strongholds along the railway and various railway stations along the South Manchuria Railway. These railway personnel were all Mantetsu technical personnel, and they had to be cleared as much as possible. Without them, the railway couldn't operate at all. Of course, this group of people could also provide important technical data for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to master the railway in the future.

Two divisions that had participated in annihilating the 20th Division set up defenses in Panjin while seizing time to rest and reorganize. The other two divisions threw themselves into this battle.

First to come under attack was the Mantetsu station of the Yalu River Railway. The cavalry unit of the 18th Corps, with an attitude of ignoring the enemy behind them, wore Japanese military uniforms and thrust straight towards the railway bridge. During the march, the Cavalry Regiment Commander was somewhat worried about this. He asked the Political Commissar, "I say, if we blow up the bridge, will the Japanese rebuild the railway bridge at any cost?"

The Political Commissar smiled. "If someone blew up the Yellow River Railway Bridge, would we repair it at any cost?"

This analogy was quite apt, and the Cavalry Regiment Commander immediately understood completely.

"Advance at full speed!" the Commander ordered.

The Yalu River Bridge in Dandong was an important Japanese transportation hub. Construction started in 1909 and finished in 1911. It was a twelve-span bridge. Japan had troops stationed there year-round to guard it. The number of these garrison troops was less than 300. Although they had already learned via telegram that the Japanese army and the Chinese army were at war, they didn't have enough vigilance.

The news that the Fengtian Army was completely vulnerable and that Fengtian had already been captured had long spread everywhere. However, the battle between the Japanese army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't mentioned. Let alone the matter of Japan suffering heavy damage. Since there were no enemies in front of them, the Japanese garrison relaxed completely. Seeing a large group of "Japanese cavalry" coming on horseback, they didn't have the slightest vigilance.

It wasn't until the horse team got close that the bridge-guarding troops felt things were a bit serious. This bunch of "cavalry" wore army uniforms, but looking at their horsemanship, they didn't look like army soldiers temporarily mounted on horses. This nondescript attire made these bridge-guarding Japanese soldiers feel very strange. When the cavalry got close, the bridge-guarding troops stepped forward to block these "Japanese cavalry."

When they struck up a conversation, the bridge-guarding troops felt even stranger. Leaving aside that the various equipment on the horses was obviously not the appearance of Japanese cavalry, the bearing and demeanor of these people were also vastly different from that strict hierarchical feeling of the Japanese army. Although the customs and characteristics of each country might be different, the expressions revealed by humans when surprised are shared.

Before the Japanese army began a comprehensive interrogation, they felt that the man leading the "Japanese cavalry" suddenly became murderous. That man suddenly drew his saber and chopped down at the Japanese in front of him.

An army is an army after all, and the basic training of the Japanese army wasn't bad. Even though they were raided and some people died quickly, the Japanese soldiers inside the sentry post still urgently sounded the alarm. Soon, ear-piercing alarms rang out on both banks of the Yalu River.

After the Cavalry Regiment Commander ordered the comrades to annihilate the enemy in front of them, he saw the bridge deck in the middle of the bridge actually start to rotate slowly. It turned out that the Japanese on the opposite bank discovered that the number of attacking enemies was huge and feared they couldn't withstand them, so they simply moved the opening bridge deck in the middle, originally used to facilitate the passage of ships, to prevent the enemy from rushing over along the bridge.

He spat fiercely! The Commander cursed, "These sons of bitches are quite clever!" Smooth sailing all the way, and they even used disguise; God knows how the Japanese saw through it. The Commander naturally wouldn't be happy in his heart.

"Hot air balloon prepare to lift off for observation, demolition team start blowing up the bridge!" The Commander shouted.

The Japanese across the bridge had already set up weapons and sent a telegram to the infantry regiment stationed nearby. If there were no problems, the Japanese infantry regiment could arrive to aid in at most four hours. The garrison commander on the opposite side felt rejoicing on one hand and strange on the other. Where exactly did this enemy pop out from? Although their number wasn't small, it was impossible to occupy this bridge with so few people. Even if they occupied it, they would be besieged by the Japanese army. What exactly did they run here to do?

It wasn't until they saw some people laying explosives on the bridge that the Japanese understood a bit what this troop came to do. Although they knew damage to the bridge was inevitable, the bridge was reinforced concrete. Even with explosive demolition, it wasn't that easy. Seeing a few people tie cables around their waists and hang down from the side of the pier, the Japanese were anxious and angry. Those people were clearly going to blow up the pier. But the bridge-guarding Japanese felt somewhat surprised again. Those people didn't carry any large amount of explosives on their backs. Just those few bulging small packs on them—the explosives carried absolutely couldn't blow down this bridge.

"Go up and shoot!" Even if the Japanese army felt strange about the enemy's surprise attack action, they couldn't ignore it.

But what left them dumbfounded was that before the Japanese army went up to shoot, they saw the enemy opposite had already moved quite a few sandbags over and built protective forts at the already separated bridgehead.

How to blow it up with people on the bridge? Are the enemies opposite all fools? The Japanese thought.

However, since the enemy opposite had already occupied the advantage of fortifications, the Japanese suffered for being a step slow. Those who rushed onto the bridge deck were suppressed by machine guns so they couldn't lift their heads. Moreover, the bridge deck was hardened, and bullets ricocheted severely. The Japanese suffered a lot under the bouncing stray bullets, sustaining considerable casualties.

And just as the battle unfolded, a dozen small-scale explosions occurred one after another on the bridge deck and piers. Because of the fortifications, the combat troops at the bridgehead responsible for suppressing the Japanese army were completely unscathed.

The Cavalry Regiment Commander pinched his watch. The enemy reinforcements on the opposite bank would arrive soon. If they spent so much effort only to blow a few small gaps in the bridge deck, it would be a big joke. Using plastic explosives, this demolition was to blast open a few gaps, then stuff in a large amount of explosives to thoroughly blast down several sections of piers and bridge deck at once. It was fine if Japan repaired it at any cost; it would be even better if they could finish repairing it by next spring, then the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could fight their way to Korea along the Yalu River Bridge.

But this beautiful expectation had to wait until the immediate task was completed first. And the accidental slip-up allowed Japan to still occupy the other half of the bridge. Time was getting shorter and shorter.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Cavalry Regiment Commander was anxious, and the Japanese opposite were even more anxious. They watched as after several small-scale blasts, a deep cut had been blasted into the pier. If explosives were just tied to the outside of the pier, blasting it many times wouldn't have much effect, but filling a large amount of explosives into such a cut could blow the pier sky-high in one go.

They saw those guys blowing up the pier tie pulleys to the bridge railing. The demolition men were completely risking their lives. After placing the explosives, just as they were pulled up, before even reaching a completely safe area, they started to detonate the explosives. As soon as the explosives rang out, they immediately went back down to continue placing them. "Shoot those people down first!" The Japanese commander jumped and shouted to his subordinates.

"But we can't hit them at all on the bridge deck!" the subordinate explained.

"Then you all go to the river bank to shoot! Ignore the frontal enemy!" The Japanese commander howled.

Seeing the Japanese riflemen run onto the river bank to shoot at the comrades blowing up the pier, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on the bridge began to turn their muzzles to fiercely strike the enemy. However, the shooting angle at the bridgehead was limited. When the enemy hid in the dead angles of fire, they couldn't be hit. The cavalry troops on the Yalu River side shot fiercely at the Japanese army, and mortars also immediately joined the shooting ranks. However, the enemy on the opposite bank wasn't intending to shoot at the cavalry troops; their target was the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army installing explosives on the bridge. Such a goal gave the Japanese enough places to hide. In these years, a rifle range of seven or eight hundred meters was commonplace, and one kilometer was also normal. Several shooters shooting at a person hanging in mid-air had an extremely high hit rate. Three demolition men sacrificed their lives instantly.

The combat engineer comrades of the demolition team saw the pulled-up comrades had already sacrificed their lives, and their eyes instantly turned red. The engineer commander gave a loud shout, "Party members, follow me up!" Seven or eight comrades immediately came out.

The demolition commander turned his head and said loudly to the comrade responsible for pulling the rope: "If we go down and get killed, let the rope go. No need to pull us up again. We don't care about those few ropes!"

The comrade pulling the rope was instantly stunned. If a comrade was injured, even seriously injured, there might still be hope if pulled up. If the rope was released, and the comrade fell into the water while seriously injured, then there would be absolutely no hope.

Seeing the dumbfounded look of the comrade pulling the rope, the demolition commander tied the rope around his waist while shouting angrily: "The Japanese reinforcements are coming immediately. If we don't finish the work quickly, how many of us will die? If we don't blow down the bridge and the Japanese reinforcements come over the bridge, how many more of us will have to die? Cut the crap. You call out numbers in a moment. Starting from one, you call out once, I'll answer with the same number. If I can't answer the number, it means I'm done for. You guys let the rope go, and the next one goes up!"

After speaking, the commander turned over and climbed over the bridge railing, carrying explosives on his back and hanging down.

As soon as he went down, the sound of Japanese rifle fire from the opposite bank rang out. The comrade on the bridge deck hurriedly shouted loudly: "One!"

"One!" The demolition team captain answered.

After a moment, the comrade on the bridge shouted: "Two!"

"Two!" A response came from under the bridge again.

The comrades really wanted to stick their heads out to watch the demolition captain's actions, but the enemies on the river bank were shooting at the bridge desperately. Everyone could only hide behind the railings and behind the sandbags, unable to stick their heads out at all. Listening to the gunshots ringing out all around, the comrades felt as uncomfortable in their hearts as if stabbed by a knife, yet were helpless.

When the count reached twelve, a very unclear voice came from under the bridge, "I've already placed the explosives, loading immediately..." Then there was no sound.

"Company Commander, Company Commander!" The comrade from the demolition team hurriedly shouted loudly. But no matter how he shouted, there was no response.

"Twelve! Twelve!" Even though the comrade responsible for the rope knew the demolition commander was likely doomed, he couldn't help but slap the bridge deck hard and shout with all his might. But there was still no response.

And another cadre from the demolition team had already tied the rope around his waist. He wiped away a tear, turned over just past the railing, "Still count like that!" After speaking, he went down along the rope.

The Japanese seemed to have found the trick to shooting. Three comrades went down in succession, and all sacrificed their lives just as the count reached five. The comrades on the bridge were already burning with anxiety and in pain like being cut by a knife. This time, to ensure the reliability of the explosives, safe explosives were used, which must be detonated using a detonator. Even if the comrades on the bank hit the explosive pack with rifles, it would be useless.

"Give me your cavalry steel armor to wear!" The vice-captain of the demolition team shouted.

"That thing offers limited protection!" The comrade responsible for releasing the rope said anxiously.

"It's fine, as long as it lets me live until I plug in the timing detonator!" The vice-captain didn't consider whether he could come up alive at all.

The comrade responsible for the rope was stunned, but at this time he couldn't think so much anymore. He asked the comrades behind to send cavalry breastplates over. Just as he picked up three breastplates, he heard the comrade responsible for contacting the hot air balloon on the ground shout exasperatedly: "A large group of enemies discovered in the distance opposite! They'll come over in at most half an hour!"

"Motherfucker!" The Commander cursed loudly. "I'm so useless! Even a disguised attack got seen through!"

The comrade responsible for the rope couldn't care about that much either. While having someone help the demolition team vice-group leader put on the breastplate, he also put a set on himself and wrapped armor leaves on other places too.

There were four sets of pulleys placed in total. It wasn't that everyone refused to place more, but there wasn't enough space. Although knowing clearly that the comrades below had sacrificed their lives, the ropes were never let go. Everyone still hoped to pull the comrades up, even if they were remains, to transport them back as much as possible. If the comrades were allowed to fall into the Yalu River like this, no matter how they searched in the future, it would be impossible to find their remains. Not to mention, if these remains were obtained by the Japanese, they would likely be treated cruelly by the Japanese.

But now there was no time to consider this. Gritting his teeth, he cut the rope. A moment later, the sound of a heavy object falling into the water was heard. The comrade responsible for the rope also tied a rope to himself. Facing the surprised demolition team vice-group leader, this comrade said loudly: "We go down together. I'll block for you. If I die, you treat me as a shield. Whatever happens, we must complete the mission. No more comrades can die!"

The demolition team vice-group leader didn't say more either. "Okay! Go down together!"

The two checked the ropes, shouted "One, two, three!" and turned over the railing together, falling downwards.

Above and below the bridge were completely different feelings. On the bridge deck, even knowing the Yalu River was underfoot, seeing the river water, everyone still had the solid bridge deck under their feet after all. When hanging in mid-air, everyone realized this was completely different. The river water below flowed rolling, and the river wind blew forcefully on their faces. Looking down a few more times, one felt as if the river water was about to swallow and take oneself away, followed by a burst of slight dizziness.

Before getting used to this feeling, enemy bullets were already whizzing over. The rope man in front hadn't been hit yet, but the demolition man behind shouted. "How is it!" The rope man hurriedly shouted.

"Can't die! Continue dropping down!" The demolition team vice-group leader shouted through gritted teeth.

After dropping a few more meters, the rope man felt as if his left leg was pierced fiercely by fire tongs, and then the entire left leg lost strength. He shouted subconsciously, then clenched his teeth tightly, unwilling to make any more sound. When deciding to fall down together, the rope man's heart was filled with huge grief due to the sacrifice of his comrades, and he was also moved by the comrade's revolutionary spirit of regarding death as returning home. At that time, life and death didn't scare him at all.

But now for the first time, he knew that he was really doomed! As if to prove this thought, a bullet hit the rope man's left rib. Although padded with steel armor inside, the bullet didn't completely penetrate. However, the huge impact made the rope man couldn't help but spray a mouthful of blood.

Just at this time, the rope man seemed to hear the demolition team vice-group leader behind him shout, "Done!" The rope man felt a burst of relief in his heart. He knew he no longer had the strength to continue controlling the rope.

At this time, the rope man felt he was shot a few more times in the chest, abdomen, and legs. Only with the previous wounds present, the pain this time was not so intense instead. It was just that his chest became more and more uncomfortable, more and more stuffy, and his ears slowly began to buzz. The rope man didn't know what was going on, but what flashed through his mind was another thought, "Since I'm doomed, at least let the demolition team vice-group leader behind not get hurt again." Thinking of this, although the rope man didn't have the strength to turn his head to look back, he used all his strength to spread his limbs wide.

The comrades on the shore saw the rope man's strange posture and didn't understand at first. But a moment later, they saw the rope man's left arm twist strangely, and then half the arm hung down at a ninety-degree angle. The enemy's bullet hit the arm he used to shield the demolition man behind, actually breaking the arm bone completely. Just such a simple shield clearly saved the demolition man behind a life. And just when the comrades' hearts ached like being twisted, they saw the rope man hit by a dozen bullets in succession, and a red and white blood flower bloomed on his head. The Japanese intensive bullets concentrated on him, the rope man.

It seemed the Japanese also knew something was wrong. If it continued like this, the demolition was destined to succeed! They also went crazy and began to shoot fiercely regardless of anything. This actually had an effect by mistake. Some bullets hit the explosive pack already placed in the pier gap, almost knocking the explosive pack out of the gap.

And the demolition team vice-group leader, having already been injured in the leg just now, seeing this situation, simply grabbed the gap in the pier and used his chest to tightly press against the explosive pack with the timing detonator plugged in.

Although the Commander didn't know who this demolition man was right now, he already knew the demolition man's determination. The Commander shouted to the messenger: "Signal to let the bridge deck install explosives quickly, then retreat immediately." After issuing the order, the Commander turned around, wiped his face hard with his sleeve, and then turned his head to roar at the comrades: "Prepare to retreat!"

The Japanese reinforcement regiment couldn't be said to have not arrived in time. After receiving the distress telegram, this regiment moved out immediately. The journey that originally took four hours took them only three hours to arrive. When they rushed to the bridge side and saw the "Japanese army" on the opposite bank retreating rapidly, the bridge body first shook, and following a sound like muffled thunder, the wide bridge deck tilted over like a toy. Then an earth-shattering loud noise erupted from the bridge deck. Several dozen-meter-wide sections of the bridge deck of the solid Yalu River Bridge shattered into several pieces and crashed down, smashing up pillars of water reaching the sky on the river surface. Although still a few hundred meters away from the broken bridge deck, the water mist splashed into the air followed the violent air flow smashed up by the bridge deck falling into the water, scraping their faces like the cold autumn rain of the Northeast.

The Japanese almost unconsciously surged to the bridge side, only to see that a large section of the Yalu River Bridge had collapsed, and a pier in the middle had only half left. It stood lonely in the surging Yalu River water like a broken reef in the sea. That broken huge bridge deck had completely sunk into the river water. Apart from large whirlpools, no trace could be seen on the river surface at all.

After killing all the Japanese troops, the Cavalry Regiment retreated rapidly. This was originally a huge victory, but not a single comrade revealed a smile. The comrades in the enemy's concentrated fire, the comrades who disappeared in the huge smoke and firelight, their figures were deeply etched in everyone's mind. But what this brought was not just sorrow, but more of something else that was unclear but transcended it.

After such a silent march, the troops finally reached a safe area. The Commander ordered the troops to stop. The comrades silently reined in their horses and dismounted in unison. Everyone knew the Commander had something to say. If he didn't say something now, everyone felt they definitely couldn't stand it.

The Commander soon appeared on a small earthen slope in front of the troops. He also dismounted, his face gloomy. Like everyone else, that expression was not just grief. "Comrades, we sacrificed many comrades today! We don't need to say how they sacrificed anymore; we all saw it!" Speaking of this, the muscles on the Commander's face trembled slightly, and for a moment he actually couldn't continue.

Some comrades couldn't help but start sobbing in low voices, and more comrades wiped tears with red eyes.

"Comrades! Don't cry!" Although the Commander said this, his eyes were also red. Wiping his face hard again, the Commander said loudly: "Comrades, why is our military flag red? Because the red flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs." Seeing that everyone hadn't drummed up morale, the Commander shouted again: "Why is our military flag red?"

"Because the red flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs!" The comrades shouted in unison.

"We will absolutely not bring shame to this red flag!"

"We will absolutely not bring shame to this red flag!"

Speaking of this, the Commander's chest heaved violently as he fell silent again. However, under the gaze of the whole regiment's comrades, the Commander quickly clenched his fist and raised his arm. He shouted loudly with all his strength: "Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!" The comrades also roared along. Although the establishment of the Cavalry Regiment wasn't large, this firm roar penetrated the air and echoed clearly on the plain.

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

"Eliminate the invaders, liberate all of China!"

...

After this battle ended, the 18th Corps Cavalry Regiment was awarded the Collective First Class Merit. And the two comrades who sacrificed their lives bravely became the first two Special Class Combat Heroes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.
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"The comrades of the Cavalry Regiment really blew up the Yalu River Bridge?" Mu Husan simply repeated this sentence, but said nothing else.

But the comrades in the 18th Corps Headquarters became excited. Blowing up the Yalu River Bridge directly cut off the Japanese army's fastest transportation line. If all troops were assembled, especially if the 14th Corps behind the 18th Corps could send troops to support, taking Shenyang would not be too difficult.

"Don't think like that," listening to the comrades' discussion about the continuously expanding future war situation, Mu Husan finally replied. "If we followed the original military plan, we should have already occupied Shenyang and blockaded the China-Korea border by now. But the actual situation is that we only possess control of the Panjin area, and it's not even complete control. The Japanese army can launch attacks on us from several directions. In fact, the original plan has already failed."

Amidst a series of great victories, Mu Husan actually uttered the word "failed," which couldn't help but make the comrades feel stunned.

Mu Husan said with a serious expression: "We indeed fought a series of victorious battles, but the result of these victories is merely allowing us to gain a foothold in Panjin. Without this series of victories, we would very likely have to retreat back to Jinzhou by now. Comrades, the plan everyone was just discussing already failed when we conquered Jinzhou due to changes in the external situation."

Only a few people in the Corps Headquarters could truly understand Mu Husan's words. Although after setting out from Jinzhou, the general operational route was basically the same as the original plan, in essence, this was already a new battle completely different from the original plan.

"Now all battles and actions revolve around the goal of us being able to persist in the Panjin area this winter. This is by no means an easy thing. I hope comrades make full psychological preparations." Mu Husan knew that some things were not so easily fully understood, but these matters were not urgent right now. While the troops could still maneuver fully, no problems were too big. Only when entering winter would the troops truly encounter problems.

"So now, kill all the people of Mantetsu!" Mu Husan ordered.

Many years later, the elderly Duqiu Dongren lying in the hospital would surely recall that distant afternoon of October 22, 1915, when he was tied up and taken to the execution ground. At that time, Dujiatun was already a relatively lively town by the railway. Rows of earthen houses dared not get too close to the railway, but were closer to a river not far from the railway side. The river surface wasn't wide, but the water was very clear. Occasionally, one or two stones were exposed in the river. There was no bridge on the river, only some wooden piles driven into the riverbed. As long as it wasn't the rainy season, these wooden piles would be exposed above the water surface. Pedestrians could walk back and forth on them.

The attack launched by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was extremely swift and violent. Dujiatun was a small station of Mantetsu. Including troops, Mantetsu staff, technical personnel, and a small hospital where Duqiu Dongren acted as the director, all were in this area.

Before Mantetsu personnel arrived in the Northeast, they all had to undergo military training, regardless of gender. Formations, basic shooting—this was Japan's colonial department, and they could face resistance from locals at any time. Mantetsu members were educated this way, and their own fear of a strange country also reinforced this perception.

But the attack they truly encountered was not launched by locals. The People's Party, which had fought its way into the Northeast from the distant south of China, suddenly directed its spearhead completely at Mantetsu. This was something Mantetsu members had never thought of originally.

The battle began in the early morning. Sudden explosions woke Duqiu from his sleep. These days, Mantetsu was on full alert, so Duqiu slept with his clothes on.

This Mantetsu concentration area also had small cannons and machine guns, but the quantity was not large. At the beginning, Duqiu still felt that Mantetsu's firepower withstood the People's Party's attack. However, the People's Party's firepower only paused for a moment, and then the battle situation underwent a complete and drastic change. Only a long time later did Duqiu know that the battle that seemingly repelled the People's Party at the beginning was just his illusion. In military terms, that was a firepower probe implemented by the People's Party. A means to determine the enemy's firepower configuration and firepower intensity through exchanging fire. After the test ended, the People's Party would make targeted combat adjustments based on the enemy's strength. Generally speaking, no one could withstand the attack launched by the People's Party after they finished adjusting. Mantetsu was no exception.

The subsequent situation could only be described as bloody. Medical personnel like Duqiu were not sent to participate in the frontline combat. Mantetsu's desperate resistance only produced more wounded. And after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied the rooftops, the machine-gun strafing from high above turned the battle into a massacre. Duqiu could not forget that while he and the few female nurses were simply treating a dozen wounded Mantetsu members in the backyard, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army machine gunners, who had maneuvered over from the roofs at some point, opened fire on the people filling the courtyard. The luckiest among the yard full of wounded only changed from wounded to dying, while those female nurses coming and going were even more miserable. They were walking back and forth in the yard and were more easily hit by bullets. Three or four female nurses were instantly gunned down on the ground.

One of the female nurses was shot in the back of the head, and the bullet went straight out through her forehead. That stunned look and the strange large hole in her forehead seemed branded into Duqiu's mind. Many years later, as long as Duqiu tried to recall, he could realistically remember that nurse's look of shock and incomprehension frozen on her face, before she fell straight down in front of Duqiu. Duqiu was squatting on the ground examining the injury of a wounded man shot in the belly at the time, surviving this storm-like attack. But by the time Duqiu realized what happened, he had changed from a squatting posture to a kneeling posture.

This massacre did not last too long. The sluggish Duqiu clearly remembered hearing someone shout in Chinese: "These inside are not combatants. Next courtyard." With a burst of footsteps on the roof, these people started the next battle.

Until the people outside rushed in, Duqiu didn't recover from the shock. Even when being tied up with ropes, Duqiu didn't resist. The only thing he understood was that he had actually escaped with his life from the hands of the Grim Reaper covering the battlefield.

When Duqiu was brought out from the courtyard inside Mantetsu, he saw blood everywhere on the ground. Bullets and shells had turned the originally level ground pitted and uneven. A corner of the yard was piled with a large heap of Japanese corpses; their unnatural limb postures proved they had all breathed their last. The bloody water flowing out from under the corpses gathered into a shell crater, accumulating a deep pool of red liquid.

All captured Mantetsu members were tied up and taken away. Most of them were wounded. There were a dozen who were seriously wounded and couldn't move; they were simply carried by others. Mantetsu members had all received military education and were unwilling to show the slightest weakness before "Shina" people, so surprisingly no one groaned. However, some people refused to follow the Chinese honestly. The Chinese said nothing at all; the wooden sticks in their hands just rained down blows on the head and face, beating those people until their heads broke and blood flowed. Under such brutal treatment, those few guys who tried to maintain their backbone had to submit.

The march this time wasn't long; the destination was the nearby Dujiatun. The villagers were all gathered. The person leading the shouting to the villagers spoke the local dialect. His speech was fast and his accent heavy; Duqiu only understood a few words like "bully," "resist," and "overthrow." And the emotions of those common people became more and more excited. However, in Duqiu's view, there was a feeling of disbelief in this excitement.

At the end, Duqiu saw the person speaking in front suddenly turn around and point at the captured Mantetsu members, saying something loudly. This time Duqiu roughly understood. "Folks, these Japanese who bullied us Chinese should all be killed! But there might be one or two among them who have done good things for the common people. So, folks, whoever can point out who among them shouldn't die, and state the reason why they shouldn't die, we won't kill them."

Duqiu saw excitement in the eyes of some common people. They looked at this bunch of Japanese with an expression of completely watching a show. Duqiu had seen this kind of expression and look when these people occasionally watched an opera. Expectant, anxious, hoping for stimulating scenes to invigorate and please their nerves. Killing Japanese was just a big show to them. So much so that they didn't care at all that this was about killing people!

Just then, an old man walked out of the crowd. Duqiu's eyes lit up. For epidemic prevention work, Mantetsu occasionally treated sick Chinese people in the surrounding area who they frequently contacted. Although the fees were not low, and it was mainly to monitor epidemics. Speaking from the heart, Duqiu and the others didn't do it to treat the Chinese at all.

The old man pointed at Duqiu and said, "My kid fell ill, and this Japanese saved his life. And I haven't seen him do anything bad. I think he can be spared death."

Although Duqiu didn't understand very clearly, he could roughly guess what this old man said. A hope suddenly rose in his heart. From the battle to being tied up and brought to Dujiatun, the cold style displayed by the People's Party made Duqiu understand that these people had no intention of letting the Japanese off.

But this old man's performance clearly moved these people of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. When facing Chinese people, the attitude of these Chinese troops was so amiable. There were even smiles on their faces.

"Then who else among the folks has a grudge against this Japanese? Is there anyone?" The person who shouted at the beginning continued to shout.

The people below wanted to say something, but dared not, so they laughed embarrassedly and awkwardly.

After waiting for a while, two soldiers from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came over, pulled Duqiu up, and dragged him to the side.

No one else came over to plead for mercy. A moment later, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dragged the Japanese to the front one by one. Executioners holding big broadswords came over and chopped off the heads of the Japanese one by one.

Every time a Japanese was beheaded, a burst of exclamation erupted from the onlookers. Seeing that the People's Party was actually playing for real, killing Japanese like chopping melons and vegetables, the Japanese who originally didn't struggle began to try to struggle, and those who had struggled now tried to resist. However, every attempt by the Japanese failed; they were quickly subdued.

The Japanese resistance triggered bursts of laughter and mockery from the onlookers. The voices erupting from the crowd were full of ridicule, even a kind of dissatisfaction. They were all condemning these Japanese for why they refused to obediently submit to fate.

The captain of the Mantetsu security team knew he was undoubtedly going to die. Originally, he wanted to maintain the dignity of a samurai, but the heavy pressure of death finally made him unable to maintain his original reserve. He suddenly shouted at the Chinese common people in front of him: "When the army of our Great Japanese Empire comes back, you will all die! You will all pay with your lives for us!"

The masses were initially a little fearful, but a moment later someone started cursing back, "Fuck your mother, you're the one who's going to die!"

"You... however many of you come, we'll kill that many!"

"We'll kill you right now!"

The masses' unilateral angry scolding quickly drummed up their emotions. Young men already rushed up and kicked the Mantetsu security team captain kneeling on the ground in the head. With someone taking the lead, more Chinese youths rushed up from behind and began to beat those Japanese kneeling on the ground. First fists and feet, and soon people came up holding sticks and stones.

The Chinese soldiers stood by and watched at first. Seeing that the masses were really going to beat people to death, they came up to pull the masses away. Soon, the beheading continued. With the conflict just now, before every Japanese was beheaded, the masses shouted slogans together: "Kill him!" "Kill the Japanese!" "Kill the little Japanese devils!"

After the Japanese heads were chopped off, all the masses erupted in a burst of cheers in unison.

Unknowingly, the masses changed from onlookers of beheadings to people on the same front as the Chinese army. This wave of sound and the intense hostility and killing intent behind the sound made Duqiu Dongren feel a fear he couldn't fight against. The Chinese soldiers in front were only two or three hundred, while the common people numbered as many as four or five hundred. Facing the hostility and killing intent of six or seven hundred people, Duqiu, who barely escaped with his life, could only kneel on the ground and lower his head deeply to feel he could avoid it a little.

After the execution ended, the Japanese corpses were inspected again, then piled up and burned with a fire. Duqiu didn't see this scene. Just as the execution assembly ended, he was taken away by the Chinese army. In Duqiu's chaotic mind, he didn't even notice one thing: a batch of personnel was actually missing from this Mantetsu stronghold.

It must be explained that even if Duqiu knew, he wouldn't take it to heart. After all, compared to Duqiu himself basically surviving, whether others were missing really wasn't any big deal.

Not only in Dujiatun, but such things were happening along the entire Mantetsu line. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army pulled out Mantetsu strongholds one by one. As long as no Chinese agreed that a certain or some Japanese could be spared death, the captured personnel were all executed.

In the 18th Corps Headquarters, the comrades felt quite surprised that some Japanese doctors could actually survive. "It looks like what Chairman Chen said is really true! Could it be that killing every one we catch really wrongs some?"

The Political Commissar of the 18th Corps laughed. "Humph! It's not to say they can be spared death. We just handed the power to decide their life and death to the common people to control. This shows that our Chinese common people are very kind. Once there is a justifiable reason, everyone still doesn't want to kill too many people."

This judgment received unanimous approval from the comrades.

After the Political Commissar finished speaking on this issue, he continued: "Our next work is to see if we can hold on until next spring."
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On October 23, 1915, the 21st day since the establishment of Sun Yat-sen's Provisional Government of the Chinese Republic, Wang Jingwei rushed into the "Presidential Palace." Sun Yat-sen was talking to his Japanese wife, Otsuki Kaoru. At this time, Otsuki Kaoru was already pregnant with their second child.

Seeing Wang Jingwei rush in, Otsuki Kaoru held her belly and stood up to greet Wang Jingwei first, then withdrew.

"President, the large group of Japanese prisoners released by the People's Party has arrived outside the city." Wang Jingwei looked anxious and said straight to the point.

Sun Yat-sen showed no surprise; he simply asked, "Is that so?"

Wang Jingwei didn't have such good self-control. He immediately said, "President, although we don't know if what the People's Party said in the leaflets is true or not, judging by now, they may not really be lying. Now the People's Party has likely surrounded Fengtian, and it's impossible for the Japanese 19th Division to fly out."

"So what?" Sun Yat-sen still replied calmly.

This time Wang Jingwei saw it a bit; Sun Yat-sen's expression might not be calmness, but rather a meaning of smashing a cracked pot.

"President, how about we sound out the Japanese and ask if we can go to Tianjin first according to the plan?" Wang Jingwei said. This was Sun Yat-sen's original plan. After Japan occupied the Northeast, Sun Yat-sen would go first to Tianjin, which was still under the control of the Beiyang remnants, to obtain recognition from as many countries as possible. As long as all countries admitted that the Sun Yat-sen government was the legal government of China, Sun Yat-sen could use this name to demand that the southern Beiyang Army and the Shanxi Beiyang Army, which still existed, fall under Sun Yat-sen's banner.

Sun Yat-sen had always attached great importance to the matter of foreign support. In private, Sun Yat-sen had also told Wang Jingwei and others that even if many conditions were promised to foreign countries now, once Sun Yat-sen became the real President of China, couldn't the parliament deny these treaties? Foreign governments were all parliamentary systems, and they had to respect China's public opinion no matter what. So Sun Yat-sen felt that his biggest problem currently was that he couldn't become the real President of China. Therefore, many means could not be implemented at all. So no matter what difficulties and obstacles he had to go through, Sun Yat-sen's primary task was first to be recognized by various countries as the President.

However, the situation changed so fast that Sun Yat-sen really hadn't expected it. The Japanese army, once thought invincible in the Far East, suffered heavy blows one after another. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army built an airfield in the Panjin area, they began to drop leaflets on Shenyang. The Japanese 20th Division was annihilated, and the Yalu River Bridge was blockaded. These bad news came one after another.

The Japanese army originally didn't allow Sun Yat-sen and others to intervene in the slightest. When Sun Yat-sen sent someone to ask about the whereabouts of the 20th Division, the Japanese side answered coldly: "The 20th Division has now arrived in Korea."

However, the People's Party's leaflets announced that because the People's Party had no capacity to accommodate them, the wounded soldiers of the 20th Division would be released on October 20. Japan immediately implemented a comprehensive blockade of the entire Fengtian. Wang Jingwei had managed to get a little news with great difficulty. This news precisely proved that the wounded soldiers of the Japanese 20th Division had really arrived in Fengtian.

Hearing Wang Jingwei's suggestion to sound them out, Sun Yat-sen's face finally changed. After a long while, he said, "We must trust our friendly nation! They need our support now."

Hearing this, Wang Jingwei really didn't know what to say. Logically speaking, this was not a wrong choice. But at this time, if Sun Yat-sen had said he wanted to find a way to safeguard his own interests first, perhaps Wang Jingwei would have felt happier.

"Mr. Sun, what if the Japanese army really fails?" Wang Jingwei asked.

"Do you believe the Japanese army will fail?" Sun Yat-sen asked back. "They haven't used all their strength yet. When I negotiated with Japan, the Japanese army said they would send ten divisions to China. Under the current situation, they will soon send more troops to come to China to fight the People's Party. At that time, Jingwei, do you still believe the People's Party can be like now?"

Hearing this inside information, Wang Jingwei suddenly felt the thousand-jin burden in his heart completely lifted, but what immediately replaced this emotion in his heart was a kind of jealousy. Wang Jingwei was indeed among the representatives negotiating with Japan. However, the ones who truly conducted the core negotiations were Sun Yat-sen and Chen Qimei. These secret messages were also only known to Sun Yat-sen and Chen Qimei.

"No wonder Chen Qimei has had no reaction all along!" Wang Jingwei thought in his heart.

After the previously most concerning problem was solved, a new problem popped up. Wang Jingwei asked: "When will Japan's reinforcements arrive?"

"Only the Japanese know this. It's useless for us to be anxious," Sun Yat-sen replied.

The Japanese headquarters in the Northeast was indeed anxious about this matter. In the original campaign design, Japan originally wanted to suddenly kill into Northeast China, eliminate Zhang Zuolin and other Northeast forces, and prop up Sun Yat-sen's government. Militarily, they would march into Jinzhou and Shanhaiguan to block the People's Party's road north. After surviving this winter, Japan could calmly arrange troops to completely control Northeast China with Mantetsu's economic support.

This wishful thinking was disrupted by the swift action of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The Fengtian Army's Zhang Zuolin occupied Changchun. Although not much of a threat, this military force that should have been eliminated in the plan still existed. Now, not only was the entire infantry of the 20th Division lost due to underestimating the enemy, but the Yalu River Bridge was also blown up. The news brought by the damage assessment department was that to fully repair it, it would take at least four months. Next, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to purge Mantetsu with brutal means. This was the truly fatal blow to the Japanese army occupying Fengtian. After losing Mantetsu, the Japanese army could no longer implement railway maneuvers, and the Japanese army's intelligence sources were also dug out. If the People's Party was a newcomer outsider, the Japanese army in Fengtian now was not much better than the People's Party.

Now the People's Party released several thousand wounded soldiers of the 20th Division. On the surface, it was full of humanitarianism, but in reality, it was a greater poison scheme. It was already late October, and the weather was quite cold. With these several thousand Japanese wounded suddenly appearing in Fengtian City, for the Japanese army which relied completely on animals for long-distance transport, this was an unbearable logistical pressure. The current Japanese army was not the Japanese army of World War II; they really couldn't bring themselves to force the wounded to die.

Besides hurriedly sending people to get the wounded into Fengtian City first, the Fengtian Japanese army also couldn't care about face and kept sending messages to Japan domestically, asking the Japanese Army Ministry to hurriedly send more troops to the Northeast.

At this time, the Japanese Army Ministry was also going crazy. Katsura Taro had managed to incite domestic sentiment for war against China with great difficulty. Now, except for the cavalry units left in Korea, the infantry units of the 20th Division were completely wiped out. The 19th Division couldn't move in Fengtian. Korea was also completely empty, and the original plan went completely out of shape right from the start. Japan had indeed told Sun Yat-sen that it would send ten divisions to Northeast China. But the purpose of saying this to Sun Yat-sen was actually to scare Sun Yat-sen so that he wouldn't have any disloyal thoughts.

Now Japan didn't have the ability to swallow China in one bite, not to mention that Britain wouldn't agree at all. Japan's plan was also to let the Sun Yat-sen government get recognition from various countries first, and then support Sun Yat-sen to become the real ruler of China as much as possible. At that time, Japan, having contributed greatly, could naturally get benefits in the Northeast. As for what treaties Sun Yat-sen signed with other countries, as long as they didn't damage Japan's interests, Japan had no interest in paying attention.

In the current situation, Fengtian was in imminent danger. If the Sun Yat-sen government was finished off by the People's Party together with the Japanese army in the Northeast, Japan's loss would be great. They had lost to the People's Party once in Shandong. If they lost again in the Northeast, with the virtue of Britain and France, let alone the European war going on now, even if the war ended, and the People's Party and Japan went to war in Korea, Britain and France might not be willing to lend money to Japan again. Without borrowed military funds, what would Japan use to fight?

Originally, Katsura Taro looked down on Takahashi Korekiyo, who came from a lowly background. The Japanese army was invincible, and the biggest contradiction was the issue of the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry fighting for credit. Now, facing a tough opponent and Japan showing signs of defeat, Katsura Taro suddenly completely understood what kind of amazing achievement Takahashi Korekiyo had actually accomplished during the Russo-Japanese War.

Sending ten divisions to Northeast China was completely impossible. After emergency mobilization, Japan could only send three divisions to Korea first. After the Yalu River Bridge was blown up, the Japanese army needed to use ships to cross the river. For three divisions of forty to fifty thousand men, relying on transport ships to cross the river would take several days, and reorganization after crossing would take a few more days. According to the Northeast meteorological data collected by Mantetsu, the first snow of the Northeast would likely have fallen by then.

If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's troops in the Northeast couldn't be thoroughly eliminated in the short term, then the Japanese army would have to conduct war in the Northeast's snow that could reach over a meter deep! With continuous low temperatures and severe cold for four or five months, to put it extremely, even a cut on a finger could kill a person. Fighting in such weather, wasn't that bullshit!

"These incompetent things!" Thinking of the Japanese Army's ugly state, Katsura Taro slapped the tatami while cursing loudly in anger.

The Army generals in front of Katsura Taro listened to Katsura Taro's angry curses with shy and awkward expressions on their faces. If the people opposite were from the Navy Ministry, the Army Ministry could treat it easily and even use the insult as an excuse to fight directly with the other side. Katsura Taro was one of their own; the Army Ministry generals didn't even have a reason to unite and resist his scolding. Most of these Army Ministry generals had participated in the First Sino-Japanese War. They really thought the Chinese army was vulnerable before the Japanese army. Facts also proved this idea; Zhang Zuolin's Fengtian Army indeed collapsed at the first touch when facing the Japanese army.

Even for the People's Party, the anomaly among Chinese, the Japanese Army Ministry thought the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just took advantage of the geography in Shandong. They absolutely never expected that even in the Northeast, the Japanese army would still be vulnerable before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Actually, quite a few Japanese generals discussed privately whether the reason these anomalous Chinese of the People's Party could rise was that the combat effectiveness of the northern Chinese armies was far lower than that of the southern armies. If evaluating the People's Party alone, perhaps this conclusion could be reached. But the Japanese generals had to face a paradox: when the Beiyang Army fought into Zhejiang, it was a complete victory all the way. They didn't encounter any real resistance at all. From this perspective, the south might not be stronger than the north. In addition, what annihilated the Japanese army was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's Shandong troops. Compared to the south, Shandong could be considered the north. So the "Anhui Special Theory," "Hubei Special Theory," and even "Shandong Special Theory" regarding China came out one after another. The Japanese Army could be considered united when facing the Navy. But within the Army itself, factions stood in great numbers, and regional concepts were extremely strong. The contradiction between Kanto and Kansai was the biggest problem.

The Japanese Army Ministry of 1915 naturally didn't know that for a country as small as a fart like Japan, by 2015, 100 years later, the voltage of the power grids in Kanto and Kansai would actually be different.

However, at this time, the Army Ministry generals had two things to do. The first thing was to shirk responsibilities related to themselves, and the second was to consider how to solve the immediate problem. So in front of Katsura Taro, the generals of the Army Ministry quickly argued the military contradiction of sending troops into a factional contradiction, and from a factional contradiction into a regional contradiction.

Looking at this bunch of disappointing things, Katsura Taro had to slap the tatami fiercely again and roar: "You all shut up!"

Finally, under Katsura Taro's restraint, the Army Ministry somehow reached a consensus on sending three army divisions first to stabilize the Northeast war situation. But the Army Ministry generals demanded that Katsura Taro fight for conditions from the Diet to expand the army by at least six divisions. These generals of the Army Ministry believed that this war with the People's Party would not end in a short time. If they wanted to achieve the strategy of dominating Asia, the Army needed at least 26 divisions, or at least maintain a standing army of over a million.

Katsura Taro was the leader of the Army Ministry, but he was not the Emperor of the Army Ministry. His status was obtained due to the consistency of political views and interest groups. The Army Ministry's hope to expand the establishment was not a matter of one or two days, and he couldn't refuse these requests. As a last resort, he went privately to the official residence of the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, for a private visit.

Hearing Katsura Taro's request, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't immediately express agreement or opposition. After becoming this Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo contacted more upper levels and witnessed the internal factional struggles dominating Japanese politics from a closer angle. He used to think that pulling together in times of trouble was the kingly way and was very disgusted with party struggles and political struggles. Now Takahashi Korekiyo didn't think so. Speaking from the heart, whether it was Katsura Taro or Saionji Kinmochi, what they wanted to achieve was a powerful Japan, a Japan full of future. The struggle between the Navy faction and the Army faction had traditional reasons, reasons of factional interests, and even reasons of personal likes and dislikes. But in the final analysis, it was all because Japan's current poor and weak national strength was not enough to support the ambitions of these Japanese political bigwigs. From this perspective, there was no difference between Katsura Taro and Saionji Kinmochi.

"Mr. Katsura, it's not that I can't agree to this request," Takahashi Korekiyo finally said.

Hearing this reply, Katsura Taro was startled. Takahashi Korekiyo, as the Prime Minister elected by the Navy Ministry, turning to support the Army Ministry's request—it felt very strange no matter how he heard it. Katsura Taro felt that Takahashi Korekiyo had some special demand. He answered seriously: "Then what request does Takahashi-kun have?"

"If I agree to Mr. Katsura's request, can you guarantee that the Great Japanese Empire can achieve victory no matter what and seize the benefits you mentioned?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked. After saying this, he felt the need to supplement, so he continued: "I mean if I satisfy the request you just proposed. And then you don't propose any new supplementary requests during the execution process."

Katsura Taro was stunned. Katsura Taro knew that the condition Takahashi Korekiyo stated was absolutely impossible for him to achieve. If he could achieve it, war bonds wouldn't have been issued several times during the Russo-Japanese War. Although the generals of the Army Ministry thumped their chests and said that if they could have this and that, the Army would be able to do this and that. But Katsura Taro himself didn't believe such words. If the words of the Army Ministry generals really counted, Qingdao would have been taken long ago, and Northeast China would have been occupied long ago.

Looking at Katsura Taro's hesitant expression, Takahashi Korekiyo said: "Mr. Katsura, now the Navy and the Army have reached a consistent attitude on fighting the People's Party. But Japan's national strength can only support to this extent. If I satisfy your request, we can hold on in the short term. But once the operation fails, we will all face a result."

Speaking of this, Takahashi Korekiyo paused for a moment. He looked at Katsura Taro seriously, and then said word by word: "That result is the complete collapse of the Great Japanese Empire."
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"The Great Japanese Empire will collapse?" Katsura Taro stared at Takahashi Korekiyo with a sharp gaze, his eyes and expression filled with malice and anger. Takahashi Korekiyo's words were clearly implying that Katsura Taro's policy would be the chief culprit of the Great Japanese Empire's collapse. Even if Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude was mild and sincere, Katsura Taro would absolutely not ignore Takahashi Korekiyo's words just because of this bit of politeness.

Since Takahashi Korekiyo dared to say this, naturally he had no misgivings or fear. He continued in the same tone and intonation as before, "Mr. Katsura, your plan doesn't even need to fail completely. As long as your plan cannot be completed smoothly, the Great Japanese Empire's finances will collapse first. Even if this financial collapse doesn't spread rapidly to the army, the time the army can continue to complete the war objectives won't be much. It is even possible that the war situation appears excellent, but the army fails due to domestic problems."

No one had ever dared to describe such a situation so straightforwardly to Katsura Taro. The muscles on Katsura Taro's face twisted; that was the effect caused by gritting his teeth. A moment later, Katsura Taro squeezed words out through his teeth, "Then let the military thoroughly control the country."

For Katsura Taro's performance, Takahashi Korekiyo was not surprised at all. The military's tendency to want to go it alone had always been strong. "After the Meiji Restoration, wasn't it the military samurai class that controlled this country? And the result? In the end, didn't they hand over the problems to the parliament, the government, and party politics to handle because of various unsolvable problems? Mr. Katsura, I believe in the patriotism of you and the military, but first there is a country, and then there is an army to protect the country. Letting the army become the ruler of the country—this isn't a question of whether it works or not, but that such a situation is bound to fail."

After hearing these words, the little respect and appreciation Katsura Taro had before coming to see Takahashi Korekiyo had long flown to the nine heavens. He pointed at Takahashi Korekiyo, wanting to curse this former servant loudly. However, Katsura Taro felt this would be too easy on Takahashi Korekiyo, currently a baron member of the Imperial House of Peers. Finally, Katsura Taro let out a furious shout, "You unpatriotic scum!"

Facing the angry curse of the 67-year-old Katsura Taro, the 61-year-old Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Mr. Katsura, it's not that I'm unwilling to support the war. As I see it now, if we don't overthrow China, our Great Japanese Empire has no future. However, this war allows no failure. If we fail, the efforts of our Great Japanese Empire over so many years will turn into bubbles. I am not unable to accept the request you proposed to expand the establishment and expand the war. But you also have to prove that this war will definitely be won!"

The two old men in their sixties stared at each other like this. In Katsura Taro's anger, there was a guilty conscience difficult to completely hide, while Takahashi Korekiyo sat upright in his seat calmly and open-heartedly. Comparing status, prestige, influence, and even age, Katsura Taro was above Takahashi Korekiyo, but at this moment, Takahashi Korekiyo completely held the upper hand.

After a long time, Katsura Taro finally returned to normal. He asked: "Then what kind of victory does Takahashi-kun hope to achieve?"

Takahashi Korekiyo said calmly: "Even if I support it, I have to see what kind of military plan you propose first."

These words were extremely blunt. Katsura Taro didn't ask more and got up to take his leave. Returning to his official residence, Katsura Taro immediately summoned the generals and officers of the Army Ministry, demanding they formulate a comprehensive plan to finally seize the Northeast. This wasn't too difficult a matter. The Japanese Army Ministry had long had various plans on how to thoroughly annex Northeast China, and the preparatory work for this plan had begun implementation since the victory of the Russo-Japanese War.

However, by October 30, 1915, perhaps due to overwork, or as some said, because Katsura Taro was extremely dissatisfied with the final plans presented by the Army Ministry several times and flew into a rage, Katsura Taro suddenly fell ill. He lasted until November 11, when the 67-year-old Katsura Taro passed away.

This variable shocked the entire Japanese political circle, especially the Japanese Army Ministry. Tokutomi Soho had said: "Although Yamagata Aritomo should be pushed as the first for the distinguished service of rebuilding the Imperial Army, regarding reforming the military system of the Imperial Army, rectifying administrative institutions, and strengthening the functions of the Army from 1885, through 1890 and 1891, the one with the most outstanding contributions should be Prince Katsura."

In the Katsura Taro era, facing factional disputes and establishment issues within the Japanese Army Ministry, Katsura Taro implemented drastic reforms. In 1912, he was recommended as a Field Marshal by the army leadership but was refused by Katsura Taro on the grounds that he was an "active politician rather than an active soldier." He was the true bigwig of the Army faction. Katsura Taro's death left the Army Ministry leaderless and in chaos for a time.

At the same time, the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, far away in the Northeast, did not know that such a major event had happened in Japan. To exterminate the numerous Mantetsu strongholds within five or six hundred li vertically and horizontally, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had done its utmost. By mid-November, the extermination action came to a preliminary conclusion.

"Japan's reaction is too strange," Mu Husan raised this issue at the corps meeting. Actually, if the 18th Corps had attacked comprehensively, the extermination activities could have been completed by early November. But the 18th Corps had to monitor the Japanese army trapped in Shenyang on one hand, and guard against the sudden appearance of Japanese reinforcements on the other, so the troop dispatch efficiency wasn't high.

The comrades in the Corps Headquarters were also quite puzzled by this. If they had known earlier that Japan's reaction was so slow, the 18th Corps could have even gathered together with the 14th Corps to attack Shenyang. The Chief of Staff put forward a view: "Could it be that the Japanese are preparing to launch an attack in winter? Among the Mantetsu intelligence we captured, there is a lot of data on the Northeast's weather as well as cold protection and marching. Compared to the Japanese army, our preparations for wintering are obviously insufficient."

"Fighting in temperatures of minus thirty-something degrees? Small-scale surprise attacks can be considered, but for large-scale campaigns, unless there's a reason we absolutely must fight, this dead of winter is simply not the time for fighting." The Army Logistics Head had just finished receiving winter clothes. Hearing the Chief of Staff's words, he couldn't help but refute. The Military Commission had clearly decided to let the 18th Corps stay in the Panjin area this winter, so before winter, they began to transport a large amount of wintering equipment to the Northeast front line.

After conquering Hebei, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered something that might be called lucky. One of the achievements of the Beiyang government was implementing commercial cotton planting in Hebei. And they also imported long-staple cotton seeds from the United States. After Hebei implemented land reform, to increase farmers' purchasing power, the Hebei Provincial Committee purchased Hebei's cotton in large quantities and opened multiple garment factories at the same time. The troops marching into the Northeast were still wearing summer clothes when they set out. At least before the temperature dropped to an irresistible level, rubber-soled leather boots lined with thick wool inside, long johns, knee pads, hats, wool headgear, wrist guards, thick socks, gloves, and cotton overcoats were transported up.

The Logistics Department was the last batch to change into this equipment. Those in the Logistics Department had to understand arithmetic knowledge, so most were comrades from the old base areas. Back in their hometowns, in November they would at most add an outer jacket over a single layer of clothes. How had they ever endured such bitter cold in the Northeast? Thinking of fighting under the bitter cold never seen before, he really couldn't help but voice his objection.

Although he didn't know if Japan would risk their lives to fight in the dead of winter, the Logistics Head couldn't help but add a sentence, "We Chinese are humans, Japanese are humans too."

Japan's recent military performance was really strange, and the comrades of the Staff Department also couldn't guess what the Japanese exactly wanted to do. Facing the Logistics Head's questioning, the Chief of Staff simply didn't answer.

All eyes then fell on Corps Commander Mu Husan and the Political Commissar. The Political Commissar looked somewhat low-spirited. Everyone couldn't guess what exactly happened, but the Political Commissar himself knew clearly. A few days ago, he and Mu Husan discussed work and had a dispute. The result was that the Political Commissar was lectured by Mu Husan, and the Political Commissar himself actually admitted that his own thinking indeed had problems.

Regarding the two Special Class Combat Heroes who blew up the Yalu River Bridge publicized this time, the troops didn't narrate how they didn't fear death, but placed the emphasis on "If the mission wasn't completed, the troops would suffer greater losses. So for these two combat heroes, the reason making them take such incomparably brave action wasn't to go to their deaths, but to complete the combat mission at all costs."

Some comrades in the troops also raised the point that it wasn't just these two comrades who completed combat missions regardless of life and death. Why were other comrades First Class Combat Heroes, while these two comrades obtained the title of Special Class Combat Heroes?

The troops' explanation for this was: "We entered battle to complete the combat mission. Those sacrificed comrades were indeed very brave. These two sacrificed Special Class Combat Heroes were not only brave but also completed the combat mission and blew up the Yalu River Bridge. This is why when evaluating merit, they are Special Class Combat Heroes, while other sacrificed comrades are First Class Combat Heroes."

The Political Commissar was somewhat troubled by this explanation. After all, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a revolutionary army. Would this explanation appear too utilitarian?

Mu Husan was very disdainful of this kind of rather "petty bourgeois" view. In the training of middle and high-ranking commanders, Chen Ke's view on war execution had been narrated very bluntly: "No matter how war is beautified, from an extremely cold perspective, war is about how to let our personnel die most effectively! Since war is so cruel, we must let the soldiers understand the purpose of war even more. Everyone is a member of the army, and all commanders and fighters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army are for achieving victory in war and other operations."

And the Political Commissar obviously hadn't figured this out on this matter. On the battlefield, there are sacrifices and survivors, victories or defeats. The only standard to judge a commander or fighter's contribution to the troops is whether they completed the combat mission. The purpose of the war machine is to win. Every commander and fighter is a member of this war machine and must complete their own task. There is absolutely no such thing as "earning credit for hard work even without achievement."

Fortunately, the Political Commissar's objection to this matter was only said to Mu Husan in private, and Mu Husan didn't intend to argue too much with the Political Commissar. After the Political Commissar expressed that his consideration angle had problems, Mu Husan didn't bring it up again. However, discovering that he had a relatively large error in understanding war was a blow to the Political Commissar's mood.

Mu Husan also couldn't guess what exactly the Japanese wanted to do. Based on the intelligence currently obtained by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, if Japan still wanted to do something to the Northeast, they would inevitably risk the military taboo of using troops in winter. Even having obtained intelligence that Japan's domestic political struggle was fierce, with Mu Husan's cleverness, he couldn't imagine how this struggle would have a huge impact on military affairs. This couldn't be blamed on Mu Husan's lack of imagination. Since the Insurance Corps era, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had never experienced political interference in military affairs. All problems creating confusion were at most divergences on the specific execution of war on the front line. Even on the strategic level, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army always had clear strategic steps. Adjustments to the strategic process were all adjustments that had to be made in response to changes in external situations; there had never been a problem of strategic goals being unexecutable. So regarding this kind of internal strife, using "you can't talk to a summer insect about ice" to describe Mu Husan's ignorance of Japan's internal strife was perhaps very appropriate.

Seeing the comrades all looking at him, Mu Husan said: "Since the situation is unclear, we will persist in 'you fight yours, I fight mine.' Create an environment more favorable to us as much as possible before the battle."
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As the Commander-in-Chief of the march into the Northeast, Pu Guanshui discovered that perhaps he should be called the Commander of the General Logistics Force instead. Pu Guanshui used to think long ago that national strength was directly linked to how many arsenals one had. Later he thought that a complete industrial system and a strong and perfect agricultural system represented national strength. Now he believed that merely being able to produce things was only one aspect; transportation and the allocation of material flows were the true embodiment of national strength.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a total of 10 reorganized corps along the line of Beijing, Tangshan, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan, Jinzhou, and Panjin. Except for the 18th Corps conducting the war, the other 9 corps were all in a state of defense cum logistical transportation. To allow these 10 corps to fully exert their strength, the Beijing-Harbin Railway had to be cleared.

The Beijing-Harbin Railway started from the capital Beijing in the south and reached Harbin, Heilongjiang Province in the north, passing through four provinces and two cities: Hebei, Tianjin, Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang. It mainly passed through cities such as Tianjin, Tangshan, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan, Huludao, Jinzhou, Shenyang, Siping, Changchun, and Harbin. The total length was 1,388 kilometers. There were 171 stations in total. Construction started in 1881 and was completed in 1912. It was China's first standard-gauge railway. The Beijing-Harbin Railway connected North China and the Northeast region of China and was the core railway trunk line of the three Northeast provinces. As long as this railway could be cleared, theoretically, the People's Party's supplies could be transported from Wuhan all the way to Harbin without changing trains.

The biggest problem Pu Guanshui faced was that an extremely important station on the Beijing-Harbin Railway, Tianjin Station, was still controlled by the Beiyang remnants. Tianjin was also where the headquarters of the garrisons of various countries in China were located. The Central Committee of the People's Party could not be completely sure what result seizing Tianjin immediately would lead to.

If the Northeast issue didn't exist, the People's Party could have implemented land reform in Hebei step by step and recovered Tianjin after the land reform ended. At that time, even if Japan came out in full force, they wouldn't be able to gain the slightest advantage in Hebei. This timetable wouldn't take long, at most until the beginning of 1916. With the current embarrassing state of the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin, it probably wouldn't even take that long before the Beiyang defenders collapsed on their own.

However, the war in the Northeast required the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to immediately and completely master the entire Beijing-Harbin Railway, at least the section from the Beijing-Harbin Railway to the Panjin area. At this time, the Party Central Committee felt that Britain and other countries were very likely to start biased mediation now.

Pu Guanshui recently not only had a different understanding of "national strength" than before, but also had a deeper understanding of national interests. The British fleet always "maintained presence" in Wuhan. This fleet definitely had a military plan to shell Wuhan. Similarly, the People's Party's military plan to sink the British fleet and even military training did not stagnate in the slightest. Just when swords were drawn and bows bent like this, various materials sold from Wuhan to Britain were still continuously loaded onto freighters. These freighters sailed east along the river past the British fleet, turning a blind eye to the military confrontation completely.

This was national interest. Whether struggle or cooperation, there was never only one standard. The military confrontation between the People's Party and Britain revolved around the struggle for China's sovereignty. Doing big business with Britain revolved around the realization of China's commercial interests. The same applied to Britain. While trying to maintain Britain's privileges in China, Britain also had to maintain large imports of various materials from China due to the European war.

Against this background, Britain would definitely support Japan in the Sino-Japanese War. Even offending the People's Party would not be hesitated. This was the diversity of interests. If one classified the world single-mindedly into enemies or friends, such a person should live very happily spiritually, but only spiritually.

Facing such a choice of interests, Pu Guanshui felt a headache. There was currently no direct railway connection between Beijing and Tangshan, and land transportation of bulk materials was simply a nightmare. No matter from which angle, recovering Tianjin was already imperative.

In this regard, the Central Committee seemed to have been planning something all along. Pu Guanshui was very anxious about this but completely helpless.

Chen Ke was indeed planning some things. In the history he knew, the United States joined the European war in 1917. But as early as 1916, the United States had already determined that if the United States did not participate in the war, the Entente Powers would very likely fail. If the Entente Powers failed, the huge funds the United States lent to Britain would be wasted. So the United States had to participate in the war. As for what excuse the United States used to participate in the war, it was completely unimportant.

And in history, although the United States paid a huge price after participating in the war, Britain and France after the war still hoped the United States would be a "responsible major power," that is to say, they kicked the United States out of the ranks participating in dominating the world situation at the Paris Peace Conference. So when China tried to recover sovereignty in Shandong, the United States expressed strong support for China. Plus Britain didn't want Japan to expand its interests in China, China finally didn't have Shandong cut away.

China in history was powerless to protect itself. Even if the United States wanted to pull China into the partnership to pad the scene for itself, China didn't have this national strength to support it. But the current China was no longer so. Although the People's Party didn't completely control China, it had considerable power. Now if the United States could "give a brother a hand," China could provide great support to the United States.

But whether the United States was willing to "give a brother a hand" was extremely difficult to judge. Although there was a "memorandum" between China and the US, Chen Ke could basically not believe that the paper with the agreement printed on it was more valuable than toilet paper, and because this paper was harder, it was not even as comfortable as toilet paper in terms of use.

The United States' judgment of interests was a very troublesome matter; this probably had to rely on God's will. However, Chen Ke still notified the US Minister in advance of the People's Party's intention to use troops against Tianjin. The US Minister was very smart; he hoped Chen Ke could "wait a little longer."

On November 19, 1915, Chen Ke finally waited for the US Minister's request for a meeting.

Everyone was an old friend, so they spoke very frankly. When the US Minister asked Chen Ke who he thought could win between the Entente Powers and the Central Powers, Chen Ke expressed that judging from the current situation, the situation of the Entente Powers was not good at all. Unless a more powerful force intervened, the Central Powers would very likely have a pyrrhic victory.

"Chairman Chen, our US government maintains neutrality now, but we have provided a large number of loans to Britain. We will support Britain to the end," the US Minister said very frankly.

These words made Chen Ke feel "very interesting." Generally, after starting with such words, the US side would propose very harsh conditions. But for Chen Ke, even if the United States made a completely different choice from history and joined the Central Powers' side, the People's Party must also support the Entente Powers to the end. With this bottom line, even harsh conditions could only be accepted while holding one's nose.

The US representative naturally didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts. Before proposing the US side's conditions, he also felt somewhat guilty. After calming himself slightly, the US representative continued: "We hope your side accepts British bonds in trade."

After listening, Chen Ke sneered, "Hehe." The other participants from the People's Party couldn't help but glare at the US representative.

This request, to put it plainly, was for the People's Party to lend money to Britain. Britain was much richer than the People's Party. A local tyrant borrowing money from a poor man sounded indescribably ludicrous.

After sneering for a while, Chen Ke said: "Then what benefits can we get after we get these British bonds? Personally, I think no matter how much money we lend to the British, the British will ask us to maintain the status quo. And what we precisely cannot accept is maintaining the status quo."

"On this matter, we, the United States, can mediate with the British side on behalf of the People's Party," the US representative replied.

"Is it useful?" Chen Ke asked. "The US side asking us to share the bonds shows that the US is not that confident in the Entente Powers either."

The US representative fell silent. The United States was indeed not too confident in the Entente Powers now.

In the spring of 1915, the British and French allied forces took advantage of the main German forces concentrating on the Eastern Front to launch two rounds of offensives in Champagne and Artois. But because of using old tactics and lacking strong fire cover, they were successfully resisted by the German army, and their own side suffered heavy casualties instead. In April of that year, the German army counterattacked and used poison gas for the first time, making the losses on both sides even more heavy. As a result, on the Western Front in 1915, the British and French allied forces suffered millions of casualties, and the German army also suffered 610,000 casualties, but the war remained in a stalemate.

Because the pressure on the Western Front was slightly reduced, the German army decided to concentrate forces to defeat Russia first, forcing Russia to cease hostilities, thereby ending the war on the Eastern Front and avoiding continuing to fall into the dilemma of fighting on two fronts. The Eastern Front thus became the main battlefield. In May 1915, Ludendorff planned the Gorlice-Tarnow Offensive starting in May 1915. The German-Austrian allied forces, with 18 divisions and more than 2,000 cannons, divided their forces into two routes to attack the Russian army, capturing most of Poland. The German army won a huge victory. The Russian army was expelled from East Prussia and was also forced to abandon Poland, Lithuania, the land west of Riga, and the Volhynia region. Although they failed to force the Russian army into the "Polish Pocket" for annihilation according to the plan. After 6 months of fierce fighting, the German-Austrian allied forces captured Przemysl, Lemberg, Ivangorod, Warsaw, Brest-Litovsk, Vilna, and Riga, and forced the Russian army to retreat to the line from the Gulf of Riga to the Dniester River. The Russian army lost over a million men in total and was beaten back step by step.

The United States naturally knew that the troops defeated by the German army were elite troops built with all of Russia's efforts. Given the Russian Army's combat thinking that rifles were more valuable than soldiers' lives, these elite troops suffering losses of the million-plus level was simply irreparable. Even if the German army failed to eliminate all the Russian main forces and couldn't force Russia to surrender, the Russian army couldn't possibly have any better performance.

At such a time, being able to let China bear a part of the British debt was a very good thing for Britain. And the United States could take advantage of this "achievement" to show its "international influence." Since the People's Party had conflicts with Britain, the United States could also use this conflict to profit from both sides. So the US representative didn't expect to easily persuade Chen Ke.

Seeing the US representative silent, Chen Ke didn't continue to press questions that embarrassed the US representative. He changed the topic, "If it's the current conditions, I absolutely cannot agree. I want to hear what other suggestions your side has."

Seeing Chen Ke express a considerable degree of sincerity, the US representative then said: "If your side is willing to express that you will support the side our US government joins, our government hopes to sign a treaty with your side."

Before the other comrades fully understood the US representative's meaning, they saw Chen Ke's brows frown tightly. After everyone roughly understood the US representative's meaning, everyone's face changed.

The US representative's meaning was very clear; this was asking the People's Party to hand over the power to declare war to the US government's control. This was simply an incomparably absurd request. This meant China admitted to following behind the United States. for the United States, such benefits were naturally extremely great. First, the United States obtained a higher international status. With the People's Party as a little brother, the United States would have great face. Moreover, once the People's Party agreed to the condition of handing over the war declaration power to the United States, then it must also agree to accept the condition of British bonds. Whether from substance or face, the United States would have scooped up all the benefits.

In this matter, the People's Party couldn't get any promise from the United States. The comrades of the People's Party could guess without even asking that in the imminent Sino-Japanese War, the United States would absolutely not stand on the People's Party's side. Except for individual comrades, the other comrades almost looked like their hair was standing up in anger.

Chen Ke still frowned. Whether to agree to such a request was not within Chen Ke's consideration at all. What he was considering now was whether these words from the United States were sincere or a probe. If China and the US reached such a treaty, from Britain's perspective, this European war would inevitably be won. Because Britain didn't need to do anything, just use bonds to buy materials from China desperately.

The People's Party wasn't as wealthy as the United States. In history, a large amount of Entente Powers' gold flowed into the United States. The United States, which implemented the gold standard, experienced relatively serious inflation during World War I. The People's Party now relied on exports to drive employment. What benefit was there for China to get IOUs? Moreover, Britain could use debt repayment to threaten China.

There was a convention of "odious debt non-repayment" internationally, but this first required the victorious side not to have money in others' hands. Britain would definitely count the debts borrowed by Yuan Shikai onto the People's Party's head. At that time, with the People's Party holding a pile of British bonds, wouldn't that be asking for trouble? Chen Ke had made up his mind not to repay those debts borrowed by Yuan Shikai. He naturally wouldn't fall into the trap for no reason like this.

Of course, from the United States' perspective, if Chen Ke could accept British bonds, that would be a perfect result. The British would definitely be extremely appreciative of the US side.

However, sometimes national interests couldn't be calculated from simple short-term losses. Chen Ke naturally didn't want to be excluded from the new international system after the war. From the perspective of the British and French, if they accepted the United States' conditions and had to pull the People's Party into the partnership, then they would have to hold their noses and acknowledge the "fait accompli" created by the People's Party before joining. If there were no corresponding "compensations," Britain and France would definitely make big moves. Because from their perspective, Britain and France were the parties that "suffered a big loss."

Weighing these pros and cons was very difficult. Chen Ke might know well what happened in history, but the situation before him was something that never happened in history. This required Chen Ke to discuss well with the comrades of the People's Party.

"I cannot agree to this matter for the time being. Please wait a few more days," Chen Ke said to the US representative.
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Although this was an important meeting deciding China's future fate, or at least the People's Party's future fate, the People's Party only convened a Politburo meeting. And this meeting was confidential. People's Party members who could open their eyes to look at the world were also a minority. The remaining comrades were certainly extremely staunch revolutionary comrades, but counting on them to propose reasonable opinions on foreign affairs was really not a realistic idea.

Chen Ke straightforwardly told the comrades about the current diplomatic predicament. "We are now pursuing three goals. First, we don't want to bear debts. Second, we want to liberate all of China and recover the strategic wings of Korea and Annam. Third, by joining the Entente Powers, we want to intervene in the post-war international mainstream order system. These three strategic goals actually have fierce conflicts. The first two are both against the Entente Powers, or rather infringe upon the current interest system of Britain and France. Since we have already infringed upon the strategic interests of Britain and France, then on the third point, we absolutely cannot think that Britain and France will agree so readily. So, this requires trade-offs, and this requires waiting for opportunities."

A part of the comrades in the Politburo could truly understand the situation Chen Ke explained, while another part had a somewhat narrow entry point. "China's interests inherently belong to China. On what basis do Britain and France think those are theirs?"

Chen Ke had also thought this way before. He explained: "We of the People's Party talk about materialism. The first point of materialism is that we must acknowledge the existence of facts. Yes, China's interests should inherently belong to China, but the current fact is that a considerable part of China's sovereignty and China's interests are not in China's hands, but controlled by Britain and France. For Britain and France, why should they give up the interests already in their hands?"

"If they don't give them up, we'll beat them!" This was a quite common attitude within the People's Party.

"Of course we can beat them; this is inevitable. But after intensifying the contradiction to this degree, how do we complete the third goal—joining the Entente Powers to seek to join the future international mainstream politics? If we firmly believe that we can endure the blockade, endure foreign military threats and even military invasion, then of course we can go our own way. But I personally always believe that when the situation hasn't reached an unmanageable point, we should still not make such a choice."

When Chen Ke was young, he wasn't so satisfied with matters like not recovering Hong Kong after World War II, and the Party even trying to maintain normal relations with Europe and America before crossing the Yangtze River. With the PLA's strength at that time, why did the Party make such a soft gesture? Chen Ke felt the Party had "illusions about imperialism."

Now that Chen Ke faced such a situation, he himself understood that the Party's choice at that time was not wrong. Grandpa Mao, as a grand strategist, and the strategic goals he and the Party leadership pursued during the War of Liberation, were actually the strategic goals Chen Ke was now unknowingly pursuing.

Although history proved that pursuing three strategic goals simultaneously failed after World War II, the People's Party now faced a situation very similar to the end of the War of Liberation. A powerful challenger appeared in the old international strategy. After World War II, the Soviet Union, after being isolated and suppressed for a long time, finally obtained its own status through World War II. Chen Ke was facing the rise of the United States as an important force. Although the United States became the leader of European and American capitalist countries after World War II, this did not mean that the United States during the World War I period did not represent the relatively advanced forces of the same era. At least compared to the colonialism of Britain and France, the United States was much more advanced.

But the struggle between the United States and Britain/France was not like the struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States. After World War II, the Soviet Union wanted to thoroughly overthrow, or more accurately, violently overthrow the old European and American system. The attitude of the United States towards Britain and France after World War I was to replace their world leadership position.

What Chen Ke had to do now was to let the comrades understand the world situation first, and then everyone discuss what China should do together. The difficulty of this process was no less than commanding comrades to engage in a war.

Difficult as it was, no matter how difficult the things that should be done were, they had to be done. So the Politburo of the People's Party held meetings for two consecutive days. One core issue during this period was whether the United States would choose the Entente Powers or the Central Powers.

"Even if the Central Powers' navy can't win, doesn't the United States have the Great White Fleet?" After Chen Ke's earnest explanation, the content of the People's Party's discussion finally evolved to a relatively high-grade level.

At the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the strength of the United States expanded rapidly, catching up with the old imperialist powers Britain and France, becoming the richest and most powerful industrial country in the world. On March 4, 1905, Theodore Roosevelt was re-elected as President of the United States. In his inaugural address, he shouted: "The United States has become a great country. This fact compels us that in our dealings with other nations of the world, our actions must be befitting this great nation of America..." As a former Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt had always had a special fondness for the navy. After entering the White House, under Roosevelt's persistence and active efforts, in 1907, the battleships of the US Navy reached 20. These warships formed two powerful fleets: one was the Atlantic Fleet, mainly composed of 8 battleships and some small warships; the other was the Pacific Fleet, with 3 battleships as the main force. At the same time, the United States also retained a small-scale fleet in Asia to perform missions in China's inland rivers. In terms of strength, the US Navy at this time ranked only after the British Royal Navy and the German Navy, ranking third in the world. The powerful US Navy laid a solid foundation for the later formation of the "Great White Fleet."

In 1905, Japan won a complete victory in the war against Russia, further expanding its influence in the Far East and the Pacific region. Japan's aggressive expansion momentum in the aforementioned regions seriously threatened the interests of the United States. At this time, the main force of the US Navy was mostly concentrated in the Atlantic, and the fleet strength deployed in Asia was very weak, unable to contend with Japan at all. So the always bold and assertive Roosevelt had to adopt a policy of concession to avoid open conflict with Japan in Asia.

However, with the formation of the confrontation between the United States and Japan in the Pacific region, the hostile emotions of both sides became more and more serious. In 1906, the San Francisco Board of Education in California announced a segregation policy for all Japanese students. When the news reached Japan, the Japanese public regarded it as a great humiliation and immediately set off fierce anti-American demonstrations, slanderously attacking Americans. The Japanese government also strongly demanded that the US government explain this. Japanese public opinion even clamored: "The whole world knows that the poorly equipped US Army and Navy are no match for our highly combat-effective Army and Navy." Japan's "Mainichi Shimbun" roared: "When our great navy admirals appear on the other side of the Pacific, it will be easy to break America's stubborn dream... Why don't we insist on sending warships?" Seeing that the conflict between the two sides was on the verge of breaking out, Roosevelt immediately personally persuaded the San Francisco Board of Education to revoke the aforementioned anti-Japanese regulations, and the situation was alleviated.

Facing Japan's challenge, Roosevelt had been distressed over whether to go to war. If he rashly attacked Japan, would the navy he painstakingly built repeat the disaster of the Russian fleet in 1905—being annihilated by the Japanese navy after circling half the globe? How to find a way to satisfy both sides, showing his strength to the arrogant Japanese while avoiding war? After much thought, Roosevelt finally decided: send a huge fleet to circle the globe to show Japan and other countries the powerful strength of the US Navy.

A year later, a fleet composed of 16 elite battleships of the US Navy and 7 small torpedo boats (predecessors of destroyers), with 14,000 officers and soldiers, appeared on the east coast of the United States. To make the entire fleet more conspicuous, Roosevelt specially ordered all ships to be painted in a magnificent white with a festive meaning, so the world called it the "Great White Fleet."

Quite a few comrades of the People's Party had heard of the name of this "Great White Fleet" and knew that this fleet made the world feel the industrial strength of the United States. In the assumption of many comrades, if the United States chose the Central Powers, then with this Great White Fleet and the Central Powers' fleet pincering the Entente Powers' fleet from two sides, there should be a considerable chance of winning.

Through Chen Ke's narration, as well as the intelligence collected by the People's Party in the United States, viewed comprehensively, the US Great White Fleet could add trouble to the British fleet, but simply couldn't change the current situation. This had to make many comrades feel surprised.

"If the United States builds ships with all its strength, given their industrial capacity, it's not impossible to defeat the British fleet." Someone put forward such a view.

Chen Ke asked loudly: "Spending huge strength just to obtain a possibility. Now, just by accumulating strength, they can get a share of the pie after the war. Why would the United States choose the former? The decline of Britain is an inevitable process. The United States only needs to wait for the opportunity when Britain declines to take a step forward, so why force their head out risking the result of possible failure?"

The comrades were not fools. Instead of talking about the United States now, it was better to say they were discussing the long-term strategy of the People's Party. Obviously, Chen Ke also hoped to follow the path of the United States and choose a better entry point in the future.

Seeing no one continued to speak, Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu simply spoke up. "Then let's make a ranking order for the three goals proposed by Chairman Chen. Which is the highest priority, which is secondary, and which is last. Looking at it now, wanting to achieve them simultaneously is indeed difficult. We must make certain trade-offs."

This trade-off was very easy. Recovering China's sovereignty and seizing the strategic wings of Korea and Annam was naturally the unshakeable primary goal. Regarding this primary goal, the Politburo even unanimously agreed that even if they were besieged by enemies after World War I, this strategic goal must be realized.

Ranked behind, most comrades agreed to join the Entente Powers. Although this goal might force China to accept the possibility of paying considerable wealth to Britain and France, and even very likely destroy the goal ranked third, "which is not repaying odious debts."

After voting, many comrades, sighing because they would likely lose money, determined the strategic ranking order: recover sovereignty, join the Entente Powers, don't pay money for nothing.

After confirming this, Chen Ke summoned the US representative. "We agree in principle to the request proposed by the US side, but the signing of this agreement must be next year."

The US representative showed no surprise at all. As far as the intelligence he obtained was concerned, Chen Ke was a very firm person, and playing little tricks like playing hard to get was useless. Chen Ke and the People's Party he led didn't buy that. Unlike the Manchu Qing and Beiyang, the People's Party never counted on any foreign charity. Similarly, the People's Party would also deal with foreign countries extremely rationally.

So the US representative had to play a trick on a very high level. He smiled and said: "It seems your side has a very high evaluation of your own combat effectiveness."

"I wonder what kind of evaluation the US side has of our combat effectiveness?" Chen Ke also smiled. Although he had an impulse in his heart, Chen Ke simply didn't mention the content hidden beneath his superficial language. If the United States wanted to sign this agreement with China, the People's Party naturally wouldn't let the United States only harvest benefits. When the United States made requests to Britain as China's spokesperson, Britain would have to acknowledge the "fait accompli" at that time.

Just as Chen Ke repeatedly explained to the Politburo comrades, "In terms of national sovereignty and interests, it is impossible for us to make any concessions."

The US representative certainly knew the things hidden in Chen Ke's words. Before coming to China, the US side had also made judgments on what choice the People's Party would make. Seeing that Chen Ke showed no sign of weakness at all, it meant Chen Ke simply didn't mention any plan to stop right now. The US representative pondered for a moment and finally asked: "I wonder what view your side holds on the concessions exactly?"

"Except for the rights possessed by diplomats as common internationally, our People's Party will absolutely not recognize any extraterritoriality on Chinese land, nor will we allow foreign troops to be stationed in China," Chen Ke replied unceremoniously.

Just as the US representative's face looked somewhat ugly, Chen Ke continued: "However, we mentioned to the British side before that we agree to maintain the status quo. That is to say, in the absence of extraterritoriality, on the basis that foreign legitimate merchants and corporate investors abide by Chinese laws, we protect their rights to invest, reside, and operate legitimately in China."

The US representative frowned and thought for a while. "That is to say, you would agree to the continued existence of concessions?"

"It's definitely impossible for concessions to continue to exist, but foreigners currently living in concessions can still continue to live, continue to do business, and continue to live in the concessions. Of course, things like police stations must be abolished, and those whatever police must get the hell out!" Chen Ke gave the answer.

The US representative didn't say anything more after listening. Regardless of whether he really agreed or supported it, at least on the matter of concessions, Chen Ke gave a clear answer for the first time.

"By the way, we will soon march into Tianjin. Eliminate the Beiyang remnants and liberate Tianjin. In this regard, we do not wish to have any conflict based on misunderstanding with the United States." Chen Ke informed the US representative of the People's Party's latest movement.
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"Absolutely cannot trust the Yankees!" After the negotiation with the US representative ended, Chen Ke first reported the negotiation process and results to the Politburo comrades, and then gave such a definition.

Originally, quite a few comrades had a certain appreciation for the conditions proposed by the United States. If the United States could force Britain to accept the "fait accompli" that would happen later, then the United States would be helpful to the Chinese revolution. Hearing Chen Ke's judgment full of distrust towards the United States, many comrades felt that Chen Ke was really a bit fickle.

Chen Ke didn't care at all about these strange looks. "Don't trust the Yankees because the Yankees have already started to guard against us. That's right, the Yankees want to borrow our strength now. Similarly, the Yankees are the first among all European and American countries to estimate our strength from a frontal perspective. When the United States expands its influence, they will definitely have a relatively correct judgment of us. So we resolutely cannot trust the Yankees!"

These words were Chen Ke's summary of World War I, World War II, and the countless storms and countless painful lessons from various countries after the founding of the Republic. He couldn't take those things out as examples now. So Chen Ke had no way whether the comrades understood or not. He continued: "The campaign to attack Tianjin starts now. Only after clearing the railway can we complete the Northeast campaign more smoothly. There is nothing to consider too much now. I ask one sentence now: are comrades prepared to be besieged by Britain and France after the European war ends?"

"Why only Britain and France?" Zhang Yu joked.

"Because the Central Powers have been beaten so hard that they are fundamentally powerless to use troops against us. As long as we successfully retake Korea, Japan will be crippled. As for the United States, they don't have so many interests that they must take the lead. Of course, if we fail, the United States will definitely participate in British and French military operations," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"If it's only Britain and France, we can rest assured." Zhang Yu was very confident about this.

Not only Zhang Yu, but other comrades also really didn't feel afraid. Many People's Party comrades had been to Europe and America. That long distance fit the "tyranny of distance" quite well. After the recent wars, the comrades had considerable confidence in a domestic war on the scale of over a million troops.

"Then send the order to Pu Guanshui now: Attack Tianjin!"

Pu Guanshui finally received the order on December 1. Since the Central Committee issued the order, it definitely meant the Central Committee had made all preparations. Moreover, Pu Guanshui had another feeling. He wanted to send a telegram to the Central Committee saying that Tianjin had basically been captured. But after thinking about it, he felt that doing so would be really boring. Since the Central Military Commission had already issued the order, before finally controlling Tianjin, Pu Guanshui hadn't completed the task.

Finally, Pu Guanshui sent a telegram to the Military Commission, "If the Tianjin defenders retreat south by ship, should we block them?"

The Military Commission responded, "Let them go!"

Pu Guanshui sent another somewhat trembling telegram, "Can our side encourage them to go?"

The Military Commission immediately responded, "That is excellent!"

Now Pu Guanshui was finally completely relieved. Strategically speaking, letting all Tianjin defenders retreat south by ship was actually a good thing for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. With the cowardly appearance of the Beiyang Army, if they couldn't exert combat effectiveness locally, running all the way to Fujian and other places would be even less likely to pose any threat. Not to mention how much logistical pressure retreating to the south would create for Feng Guozhang's Beiyang Army in the south.

The only thing Pu Guanshui felt regrettable about was that at least half of the 100,000 Beiyang troops in Tianjin couldn't go south. Now these 50,000 people were engaging in labor in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's POW camps. The military uniforms provided to the Northeast had the contribution of these people. Spinning and weaving might not be what the Beiyang Army could do, but wearing masks to fluff cotton was something they could still do. Especially when the fruits of labor were linked to meals.

The Intelligence Division Head quickly summarized the latest situation of the Tianjin defenders. "Starting from October, more than 20,000 of the 100,000 Tianjin defenders deserted. 20,000 simply defected to us. And another part, more than 10,000 people, ran to us asking us to let them go home. The total number is nearly 60,000. We have already contacted the remaining 40,000. More than half are willing to go home. Of the remaining 10,000-plus people, more than half want to go to Shanxi. Only a small portion of officers want to go to Feng Guozhang."

"Send someone to tell them, either surrender and hand over weapons or go to Feng Guozhang. There is no third road to choose." Pu Guanshui replied. After thinking, Pu Guanshui said: "Let Comrade Li Runshi be responsible for this matter."

Li Runshi was currently responsible for the dredging work of Longxugou in the south of Beijing City. As the northern end of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, Beijing in 1915 couldn't be said to lack water. Whether it was the later diverting Luan River to Tianjin, or the even later South-to-North Water Diversion, firstly it was to solve the water shortage caused by urbanization, and secondly, there was also the reason of improving water quality.

Regarding how to use Beiyang Army POWs, this had always been a headache for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Fortunately, the war in Hebei was basically over now. After holding the passages of the Taihang Mountains—the Eight Passes of Taihang—Duan Qirui, who fled to Shanxi, also didn't have the ability to counterattack in the short term. So Li Runshi suggested "freedom in exchange for labor." For Beiyang Army officers and soldiers, besides ordinary screening, labor screening should also be implemented. Li Runshi's view was: "If we release them without education, this bunch of people will very likely become a scourge locally. Will we have to exterminate them again then? The social division and social class proposed by Marx are based on people participating in social labor being members of society. A solitary primitive man, let alone having no private property, even if stark naked, can't be called a proletarian. Because he is simply not a member of society."

Pu Guanshui was deeply impressed by this evaluation because when he considered class division himself, he first skipped the question of the other party's degree of participation in social production.

Facts proved that Li Runshi was quite capable in POW camp management. In a POW camp of fifty to sixty thousand people, within just over a month, by organizing POWs to participate in social labor, he won nearly half of the POWs over to the stance of accepting the People's Party's rule. The information provided by this near half of the POWs was too rich. Not only were those officers who originally hid their identities caught, but those guys who didn't hide their officer identities but hid their past professions as bandits and robbers were also dragged out.

When the Hebei local government was established, it needed to establish prestige. Establishing prestige was not just simple intimidation of the people, but proving to the people that the People's Party had the ability to manage real local affairs. Helping the people recover blood debts was undoubtedly an important link. Bringing those bandits who once committed crimes to justice in the places where they did evil was the best way.

What surprised Pu Guanshui greatly was that Li Runshi not only caught the bandits but also raised the question of why bandits became bandits. Bandits definitely did a lot of bad things, but were these bad things done because the original purpose was to satisfy their desires for eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, or because they were desperate and tried to resist oppression, and in the process of resistance, involuntarily did some things they had to do? Li Runshi believed it was necessary to screen this.

After listening to Li Runshi's suggestion, Pu Guanshui thought in his heart, "That bastard Zhang Yu really has an eye for talent. Why didn't I meet such a talent before? But even if I met him, I'm afraid I wouldn't have understood him."

So within just over a month, Li Runshi was promoted like a rocket, sitting in the position of Beijing Propaganda Department Head and member of the Municipal Standing Committee.

After receiving the order at the construction site, Li Runshi changed his clothes without saying a word, took a bath, and set off. He first took a train to the vicinity of Tianjin, escorted by troops to the Tianjin Garrison Command. Before Li Runshi rushed to Tianjin, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already contacted the local defenders in Tianjin. The local defenders sent a guard unit to "escort" the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army messenger to Tianjin.

At this time, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already blockaded Tianjin for more than three months. Tianjin was originally a consumption city, and local grain was not enough to support its own needs. Although the army hoarded grain, according to the intelligence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this grain was simply not enough to support until next summer's harvest. Not to mention Yuan Shikai's death, the Beijing government's collapse, and Duan Qirui's flight west. With the Tianjin defenders losing the replenishment of grain and pay, the fact that they could persist until now without complete annihilation greatly interested Li Runshi.

The Beiyang Army troops who came to welcome them, from officers to soldiers, were all wearing military uniforms. Soldiers carried rifles. Officers wore short guns. But judging from their spirit and energy, these people were no longer soldiers, but some ordinary people wearing military uniforms. The concentration, resolution, and alertness of soldiers could not be seen at all in the Beiyang Army. They were more like treating being a soldier as a livelihood where one could get money without working. It felt quite like those people playing walk-on roles on stage.

Li Runshi didn't have any hobbies, just loved smoking cigarettes. When he almost subconsciously took out a cigarette, the eyes of these Beiyang Army officers and soldiers all fell on the cigarette and lighter in Li Runshi's hand. The lighter naturally couldn't be given to the Beiyang Army. Even a cadre of Li Runshi's level couldn't have the money to give away a dozen lighters at once.

Looking at the comrades traveling with him, Li Runshi realized why there was a carton of cigarettes in the supplies applied for before departure. A person like Li Runshi naturally wouldn't groundlessly accuse others of embezzling and using power for personal gain before investigation and confirmation. Watching those Beiyang Army officers and soldiers looking eagerly at the cigarettes, some people's Adam's apples moving up and down constantly, he hurriedly offered a cigarette to everyone, and finally handed the remaining small half pack of cigarettes to the leading officer. Now, after lighting up the cigarettes, all Beiyang Army officers and soldiers immediately had spirit, and their attitude became exceptionally enthusiastic.

The group continued to walk inside. Li Runshi had seen the battle lines, trenches, sandbags, and barbed wire of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops besieging Tianjin. But this was the first time Li Runshi saw the inside of the besieged Tianjin city. The Beiyang Army opposite had also built defensive positions. Compared with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was the difference between brick-and-tile houses and adobe houses. Not only the difference in material and mode, but the different builders' understanding of war and even their attitude towards work could be clearly distinguished. The Beiyang Army's defense system was not only unreasonable but also became tattered after just over three months due to lack of maintenance. What was more magical was that many places that should have been sealed dead were simply left with gaps because some soldiers felt it was inconvenient to walk.

The group was just about to enter the urban area when they heard a thunderous muffled sound from the distance. Soon violent vibrations came from the ground, and a moment later, a violent explosion sound was heard. Army people were all too familiar with this sound; this was the sound of shelling. And this shelling was obviously from large-caliber artillery. The Beiyang Army soldiers who came to welcome Li Runshi were originally listless, and now they didn't immediately become full of hostility either. The leading officer looked at Li Runshi with panic in his eyes. "Sir, is your People's Party attacking? You should have said so earlier!"

Li Runshi hurriedly replied: "If we were really going to send troops, we would definitely have told everyone. This wasn't done by us. Listening to the sound, why does it seem to come from the seaside?"

After Li Runshi's persuasion and comfort, the Beiyang soldiers responsible for the welcome finally calmed down. The officer couldn't help but say: "Could it be that the foreigners are preparing to attack us?"

"What's going on?" Li Runshi asked hurriedly.

The officer first threw away the cigarette butt, then tremblingly lit another one for himself, took a puff, and then said: "I also heard that recently the foreigners have been asking us to sell our lives for them. Our boss refused all along. Listening to other brothers, the boss said, relying on foreigners is unreliable. The bosses of the People's Party said, treat captives well, but absolutely never spare traitors."

Li Runshi certainly knew about this matter. Pu Guanshui had explicitly sent messages to the Tianjin defenders and also dropped leaflets on Tianjin. He explicitly told the Tianjin defenders that if it was a civil war, everyone served their own master. This couldn't be said to be right or wrong. So captives were treated well. If the Tianjin defenders defected to foreigners and became Hanjian (traitors to China), then there was only a dead end.

Pu Guanshui was not a nameless person in the Beiyang Army back then. If he hadn't left the Beiyang Army, he would be more than qualified to be a corps commander now. After joining the People's Party, Pu Guanshui, as a Beiyang traitor general, was a bad example frequently mentioned and scolded and ridiculed in ordinary times. His popularity was instead much higher than when he was in Beiyang. With such a notorious big shot speaking out that he would absolutely not spare "traitors," the Beiyang Army really believed that Pu Guanshui would definitely go on a killing spree against traitors.

"Comrade Runshi, how about we retreat first. It's too dangerous here." The accompanying comrade said.

Li Runshi thought for a while and said resolutely: "Don't retreat. Since foreigners are attacking, I believe the Beiyang Army also needs our help. We are all Chinese; we can't leave them behind."

Pu Guanshui got the news that foreign troops attempted to attack Tianjin two hours later. The first country that popped into Pu Guanshui's mind was Japan. From a purely military perspective, Japan's choice was also correct. As long as they could occupy Tianjin, even if just controlling Tianjin, the Japanese army could threaten the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, making the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army unable to reinforce the Northeast in a general way.

As for politics, with Japan's attitude being so tough, other countries might instead join this muddy water. Anyway, regarding dealing with the People's Party, these countries had a consensus.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally couldn't stand here watching the Japanese army occupy Tianjin. Pu Guanshui immediately ordered the troops to march towards Tianjin. They had to seize control of Tianjin no matter what.

Two hours after this order was sent out, just a moment before the troops besieging Tianjin were preparing to attack, news suddenly came back. Under Comrade Li Runshi's persuasion, the Beiyang defenders in Tianjin agreed to give up Tianjin "conditionally." This news really exceeded Pu Guanshui's expectations.
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The so-called conditional surrender of Tianjin naturally meant "officers' conditions." Pu Guanshui soon obtained more detailed content. Li Runshi risked huge danger to meet the Tianjin defense commander, clarified the situation to him, and mentioned the matter of the Eight-Nation Alliance. The Eight-Nation Alliance looted wantonly after killing into Tianjin back then, and it was the Japanese army attacking Tianjin right now. Given Japan's own poverty, they would certainly loot wantonly after killing into Tianjin this time. The Beiyang Army officers would likely suffer a lot.

The Beiyang commanders, who originally had no fighting spirit, could hold on for a few months really not because of how firm they were politically. What this group of people cared about most right now was the property they had privately carved up. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army captured Beijing, this group quickly carved up Beiyang's military pay and other property. It was just that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely besieged the city and blocked the roads. Among these officers, many middle-level officers ran away by boat because they got less money. High-level officers didn't not want to flee for their lives; they knew very clearly that without the soldiers under their command, they couldn't guarantee their property. These people were like poisonous snakes guarding treasures in a cave; they couldn't leave or run away. If they carried this property to other places by themselves, this money would be carved up by other forces.

Just through a conversation, Li Runshi gained insight into the true worries of these people in the process of "presenting facts and reasoning" with them. The situation was urgent at the moment, so Li Runshi promised to protect the personal and property safety of these people. Besides fully guaranteeing the safety of these people's real estate, each officer could be guaranteed the safety of precious metal currency of different amounts according to their rank.

If Li Runshi had nonsensically claimed to guarantee all property safety for this bunch of officers, this bunch of suspicious guys in the Beiyang Army would definitely not have believed it. Instead, guaranteeing that they could only ensure precious metal currency of a clear amount made the desperate Beiyang Army have to believe it.

With such an agreement, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army quickly gathered those Beiyang troops who were overjoyed to escape the war and took over the defense of the entire Tianjin.

Pu Guanshui was not surprised at all by the corrupt bottom line of the Beiyang Army, but he highly appreciated Li Runshi's astuteness. For this reason, Pu Guanshui specially asked Li Runshi to rush back to Beijing to ask Li Runshi about the disposal of whether to adapt these Beiyang troops as organized units.

"I know that neither the Central Committee nor the Military Commission wants to absorb the Beiyang Army as organized units. I support this view," Li Runshi replied.

Pu Guanshui was afraid someone would propose the request to adapt the Beiyang Army. Seeing that Li Runshi didn't get carried away by success, he agreed very much. "Comrade Li Runshi, the performance of the Beiyang Army remnants in Shandong is about the same as in Tianjin. Presumably, their situation is similar to ours. According to the news, of the nearly 200,000 besieged, only forty to fifty thousand are left. I want to appoint you to tell the Shandong Military Region about our experience. what do you think?"

"Resolutely obey organizational arrangements!" Li Runshi immediately stated his attitude.

Pu Guanshui knew he was whipping a fast ox, but there was no other way. The People's Party had accumulated for ten years, but cadres were still extremely insufficient. "Comrade Li Runshi, I can reveal to you first that no one is willing to do the POW work in Shandong and Hebei, and everyone doesn't know how to do it. As far as I know, no one is willing to fight for this job. I intend to recommend you to be responsible. If nothing unexpected happens, I think you should be mentally prepared."

"I obey organizational arrangements!" Li Runshi still replied with a serious attitude.

Watching Li Runshi leave the headquarters with swift but not hurried steps, Pu Guanshui really couldn't help but marvel, and Pu Guanshui really couldn't help but give birth to a feeling of jealousy. This slight jealousy was not entirely directed at Li Runshi's talent, but more at the fact that the current People's Party system could completely provide infinite space for young people. In the People's Party that destroyed the old order, countless young people were rising like new stars. They could spread their wings and soar in this new era of drastic changes.

Because Pu Guanshui came from Beiyang, he understood better than others in the People's Party how oppressive the old system was, and what terrible inertia and tradition it had. Just as Zhou Shuren, who took up the post of President of Beijing First People's Hospital, said, "In the former era, moving a stool could kill people!" Pu Guanshui felt deeply about these words.

And these young people now could achieve high positions that predecessors could only reach after more than ten or twenty years of hard work, relying only on their own abilities in a very short time. This was far from their endpoint; in front of them, there was still limitless space. This made it impossible for Pu Guanshui not to be jealous.

Although Pu Guanshui was not yet forty this year, and although the real power and status he held now were almost unmatched by anyone of the same age in the two hundred years of the Manchu Qing, Pu Guanshui still couldn't help but be jealous of these young people in their twenties. They were the ones who possessed a more brilliant future.

At this moment, Pu Guanshui suddenly remembered Zhang Yu who recommended Li Runshi. Zhang Yu had said a sentence not long ago: "Chairman Chen doesn't look like a human." Pu Guanshui suddenly realized this now. Pu Guanshui had jealousy. If he had to criticize himself, it could even be escalated to "envying the virtuous and able." This is the normal state of human beings.

Chen Ke, however, never had such thoughts. At least no comrade ever thought Chen Ke had a shred of jealousy. Everything Chen Ke did was to provide comrades with space to freely exert their abilities. The higher Chen Ke's status, the stronger the People's Party's strength, and the greater the space provided for comrades to exert their abilities.

Pu Guanshui suddenly understood why he sometimes opposed Chen Ke's ideas but never considered overthrowing Chen Ke's status. For Pu Guanshui, and for the comrades of the People's Party, as long as Chen Ke sat in the leader's position, everyone wouldn't worry about someone tripping them up, let alone worry that everything they did would be buried.

"I have to learn this kind of breadth of mind and boldness well." Pu Guanshui made this determination.

As if Heaven heard Pu Guanshui's thoughts, a trial descended immediately. A field telephone call came in from the Tianjin front line. Pu Guanshui picked up the phone, listened for a moment, and then frowned. "What?! A regiment of the 38th Corps suffered heavy losses under Japanese shelling because they were too far forward?! Disobeyed orders because they worried about not contacting the enemy early enough?! What the hell is the 38th Corps Commander doing? Withdraw that regiment immediately! The regiment commander is removed from office for investigation! I will immediately form a frontline command; follow the plan now!"

Slamming the phone down angrily, Pu Guanshui's heart boiled with the thought of strictly investigating discipline. In the report on the phone, a regiment suffered nearly a thousand casualties. This certainly had an accidental element; the Japanese might be afraid of street fighting, so they implemented indiscriminate shelling on the residential areas near the landing site. However, this situation had been considered as early as the battle of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to conquer Qingdao. At that time, even if troops ran around blindly, there was no situation where attacking troops were too dense.

Nearly a thousand casualties appeared in less than an hour! Attacking Jinan with its high walls and deep moats, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't experienced such a situation either. Not to mention suffering such casualties unilaterally without even seeing the enemy.

"Arrange the headquarters at a place 50 kilometers from the Tianjin seaside. No, 40 kilometers." The range of naval guns was 30,000 meters. Pu Guanshui didn't dare to put the headquarters within the range of enemy naval guns. It wasn't that he was afraid of death, but once the headquarters was taken out, it would be too big a negative factor for the campaign.

With the thought of severely punishing those commanders boiling in his heart, even though Pu Guanshui knew this thought wouldn't help the current war situation, the annoyance in his heart was indescribable and even more impossible to dispel. Pu Guanshui kept his lips tight; he was afraid that as soon as he opened his mouth, angry curses would blurt out. Really unable to endure it, Pu Guanshui stood up and walked to the desk, fiercely wrote "Seek truth from facts" more than forty times on paper, and only then felt his mood calmed down a lot.

"Hurry up and build temporary airfields, set up communication lines in the Tianjin urban area, and start evacuating citizens!" Pu Guanshui ordered loudly.

The Staff Department immediately recorded it. "What about the deployment of troops?"

Hearing the deployment of troops, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but remember that regiment that lost combat effectiveness for nothing. He hurriedly wrote "Seek truth from facts" a few more times, which counted as dispelling his anger.

"Adjust troop deployment according to the anti-landing warfare plan formulated before. Light in front and heavy in back; arrange more forward positions and observation posts. Once the enemy sends troops to land, immediately implement a swift strike. Transfer quickly after completing the mission." After focusing all attention on specific work, Pu Guanshui's annoyance caused by failure finally disappeared.

After recording, the Chief of Staff asked: "Should we notify other defense zones about this?"

Pu Guanshui replied calmly: "Of course we must notify them, and at the same time strengthen control of transportation lines. Prevent the enemy from sending small units to sabotage. In addition, notify all units about the 38th Corps regiment matter, requiring all units to adjust deployment and not repeat the same mistake, causing meaningless sacrifices."

"If we implement comprehensive control, our troop strength is insufficient," the Chief of Staff replied.

Pu Guanshui replied: "If troop strength is insufficient, use the Beiyang Army POWs in the concentration camps to build. Haven't we already identified a considerable part of the Beiyang Army as belonging to the ranks of the masses who can be reformed? We must dare to use this part of people."

Seeing the Chief of Staff about to go arrange it, Pu Guanshui stopped him again. "In addition, strengthen patriotic education for this part of usable POWs. We are facing foreign aggressors now. On this matter, we Chinese must stand together and jointly strike at foreign aggressors! This is not our internal dispute from before; this is a major issue of right and wrong! By the way, tell Comrade Li Runshi not to go to Shandong first. Stay here to solve this matter first. As for that Shandong matter, let him decide how to notify the Shandong side himself."

"Yes!" The Chief of Staff immediately took the order to arrange it.

Pu Guanshui sat back in his seat and began to look at the map. One of the urgent tasks was to determine what exactly the Japanese side's purpose in raiding Tianjin was. Only then could future operational thinking continue to be determined. The initiative being controlled by the enemy was indeed a situation rarely encountered before.
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"I hope the British and French sides can send troops!" The Japanese Minister to China was an old diplomat after all; his tone at least remained calm when saying this.

The British Minister did not answer this question; he asked another question instead. "We hope that when Japan attacks Tianjin, you can avoid accidentally injuring our headquarters in China."

The Japanese Minister was stunned on the spot. Although he knew the British might not agree readily to pressure the People's Party together, he didn't expect the British Minister to refuse so ruthlessly.

Ignoring the shocked and even aggrieved look on the Japanese Minister's face completely, the British Minister picked up his teacup and took a sip. Refusing Japan was a necessary diplomatic process. Britain now had no intention of carving up and annexing China. The rise of the People's Party only made Britain have to face an opponent that was not easy to bully. This didn't mean Britain would agree to Japan swallowing Northeast China alone. Nor did it mean Britain had an obligation to endorse Japan unconditionally. British diplomacy must first comply with Britain's national interests. After communication was restored, the British homeland had clearly stated that since intelligence from various channels showed no signs of the People's Party joining the Central Powers, the British Parliament would not agree to open another front in China at this difficult moment of the war situation.

Britain's attitude was naturally unacceptable to the Japanese Minister. He tried his best to lobby the British Minister. "We can take full responsibility for all combat operations, but we at least hope to receive the Entente Powers' support in terms of morality and war declaration."

"What if you fail?" The British Minister simply asked straightforwardly.

"We absolutely cannot fail." The Japanese Minister knew clearly he was bragging, but at this moment, the Japanese Minister had no other choice. "The People's Party has no navy. Even if land warfare presents a stalemate, our Japanese Navy can still shell China's coastal cities at will to force the People's Party to surrender."

The British Minister sipped his black tea, and then asked leisurely: "Which coastal cities are you going to shell?"

"We will shell Qingdao and Lianyungang! These two cities are very important to the People's Party!" The Japanese Minister said through gritted teeth.

The British Minister knew that the Japanese side's expression was nothing more than wanting to show they had the ability to strike the People's Party and what a huge advantage the Japanese Navy held. But Japan didn't mention any land warfare issues at all. And these days, newspapers in Beijing, Tianjin, and many places in China where the People's Party could speak all introduced that the Chinese army had dealt a huge blow to the Japanese army in the Northeast. So the British Minister said calmly: "As far as we know, the industrial bases of the People's Party are all far from the coastline. How much use can your shelling of those two cities really be?"

Seeing the British Minister completely unmoved, the Japanese Minister simply asked directly: "Then what exactly is your country's attitude?"

"We believe that if Japan wants to make peace with the People's Party, we can mediate in between," the British Minister replied.

"..." The Japanese Minister really didn't know what to say. The so-called hope for foreign mediation, in a sense, was a very implicit admission of defeat. At least in the wars between China and Japan over these years, it was always China who took the initiative to ask foreign countries to mediate; Japan had never asked foreign countries to mediate. The British Minister's words already indicated Britain's judgment on the outcome of this Sino-Japanese conflict.

Speaking up to here, there was nothing more to say. The Japanese Minister said: "Given the current situation, our side will attempt to intercept the People's Party's merchant ships."

"Humph!" The British Minister snorted through his nose. Japan's current performance indeed completely matched the British side's prediction. What merchant ships did the People's Party have to intercept? According to the intelligence Britain obtained, all ships built by the People's Party so far were cargo ships and merchant ships for inland rivers. If Japan intercepted merchant ships on sea trade routes, they could only intercept British and American merchant ships. And this was precisely what Japan absolutely couldn't do. With Japan forced to this point, the British Minister felt even less need to harbor illusions about Japan defeating the People's Party.

Towards incompetent collaborators, the British attitude had always been very certain. The British Minister said: "You're on your own."

The Japanese Minister left the British Legation with a heavy heart. Actually, regarding the words about shelling Chinese coastal cities and intercepting the People's Party's merchant ships just now, the Japanese Minister actually didn't want to say them either. But the pressure within Japan recently was too great; besides talking tough, the Japanese side simply had no other way.

War can be easily started, but cannot be easily ended. This aspect is the same for everyone. Japan originally thought that as Chinese, the People's Party couldn't be too fundamentally different from Beiyang or the Manchu Qing. That is to say, they would expand victory recklessly when winning, and lose confidence and courage when encountering setbacks.

In the actual course of the war, the People's Party had a clear difference. Eliminating the Japanese 20th Division didn't make the People's Party get carried away and then storm Fengtian recklessly. And Japan's planning failed. They originally hoped that when the People's Party attacked Fengtian, the navy would suddenly land, and at the same time, the troops in Korea would cross the Yalu River to surround the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from behind. To fight a decisive battle of annihilation. Then wave the army south to attack Jinzhou and Qinhuangdao. Complete the comprehensive occupation of the Northeast.

But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't come no matter how they waited. What they waited for was the news that the Southern Liaoning Mantetsu was completely eliminated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Not only Southern Liaoning, even the Mantetsu strongholds in the north of Fengtian were attacked by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry. This really took Japan's life. After losing the Mantetsu strongholds, Japan's strategic foundation was completely shaken. Now Japan domestically demanded to solve the China problem with a comprehensive decisive battle.

The Japanese Minister certainly wouldn't think this idea could be realized. Just as the British Minister said, the People's Party's base areas were all inland far from the coast. These areas were not places Japan's current national strength could fight into. Not to mention the Japanese Army proved one thing with practical action: when encountering the siege of the People's Party's superior forces in field warfare, the Japanese army only had the outcome of annihilation.

"Should I simply resign?" The Japanese Minister thought disheartenedly. Facing the daily urging from home, the Japanese Minister was powerless to refuse. Resigning now might avoid carrying the black pot of "diplomatic incompetence" later.

As soon as he returned to the legation, he saw the liaison officer from home greeting him with a face full of expectation. "How is it? Did the British side agree?"

"The British side refuses to join this war!" The Japanese Minister told the truth; he told the British attitude completely to the liaison officer from Japan.

"Aren't we fellow members of the Entente Powers? There is also the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' treaty between us. Why are they surprisingly unwilling to fulfill their obligations in this matter?" The liaison officer from Japan said angrily. He was a Colonel of the Japanese Army Ministry and spoke somewhat unscrupulously.

Originally, the Japanese Minister felt that the bunch of people at home who resolutely advocated fighting the People's Party to the end were crazy. Now seeing the attitude of the domestic liaison officer, he completely despaired. With the mentality of treating a dead horse as a living horse, the Minister asked the domestic liaison officer again what exactly the Navy Ministry and Army Ministry at home thought about attacking Tianjin this time. He had asked last time too, but the Colonel liaison officer from Japan didn't fully reveal the inside information.

Under indignation, the liaison officer finally spoke of the Japanese domestic war plan facing the map. "We intend to occupy Tianjin first, then attack Beijing. After annihilating the main force of the People's Party in Beijing, implement encirclement and annihilation of the People's Party in the Northeast."

This was about the same as the Japanese Minister expected. But the next words almost made the Japanese Minister's jaw drop from fright. "Next, we continue to increase troops, occupying China's Shandong and the entire Hebei. If the British side doesn't accept it, we might as well reveal our plans completely." The Colonel liaison officer meant to give directions to the world.

The Minister's voice trembled a bit. "The British have now clearly stated that they do not wish for Japan to unilaterally change the situation in China!"

"Then does Britain accept the People's Party unilaterally changing the situation in China?!" The Colonel liaison officer questioned the Japanese Minister.

Not caring whether he was insulted or not, the Japanese Minister believed the most important thing right now was to make that bunch of guys at home advocating total war understand the current situation through this Colonel liaison officer. He explained: "For the British, the People's Party coming to power and Beiyang coming to power have no essential difference; they are both a Chinese government. Even if the People's Party conflicts with British interests in some aspects, Britain does not accept total war. They don't want to conquer China now, nor do they intend to turn China into a British colony. Since Britain doesn't want to conquer China right now, they will absolutely not approve of other countries conquering China and occupying China!"

The Colonel liaison officer absolutely never expected the Japanese Minister to actually "speak for the British"! He glared at the Minister. "Our Great Japanese Empire needs to conquer China! If we don't seize the opportunity this time, there will be no opportunity next time!"

"Are you crazy?" The Japanese Minister simply questioned straightforwardly. "If we don't get the support of various countries, can Japan conquer China alone?"

Seeing the Minister's words so unpolite, the Colonel liaison officer also became angry. "Our Army, from top to bottom, holds the determination of 'seven lives to serve the country' and must be loyal to the future of the Imperial State. As long as we mobilize a million-strong army and pour all our efforts into fighting the People's Party, the European war is our best opportunity! On the contrary, you people are short-sighted and simply the shame of the Great Japanese Empire!"

The Minister's original thought of resigning was just a thought, but now looking at the fanatical gaze and expression, the excited tone and movements of the Colonel liaison officer, he was suddenly relieved. At this time, not only did they not know to retreat because of past defeats, but instead tried to obtain the final victory by gambling everything; those people at home were really crazy. Even if out of loyalty to Japan, the Minister had to resign. Resigning could at least give those guys at home a reminder, and through resignation, perhaps he could slightly block the pace of the Japanese military's reckless actions.

But the Minister was also very clear about the style of those guys in Japan. After getting used to gambling-style victories time and again, they would absolutely not truly understand until they hit their heads and bled.

"Japan is finished!" The Minister's heart was filled with thoughts of despair.
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"We are Chinese!" "We are Chinese!" "China is my motherland!" "China is my motherland!" "I love my motherland!" "I love my motherland!"

In a primary school in Beijing, children followed the teacher and read aloud from their textbooks. The class schedule of all schools under the rule of the People's Party basically followed the arrangement of the 21st century. Although the war in Beijing had not ended long ago, among various orders to be restored or created with the highest priority, the ranking of the education system was extremely high.

Li Hongqi was now a Chinese teacher in a primary school in Beijing and concurrently served as the principal of this school. This old master did not decline the request of the People's Party inviting him to work at all, nor did he behave affectedly or decling three times before accepting the matter of being the principal. He just told the cadre who came, "At my age, I can't be an official at all. I appreciate your kindness, but I have always been teaching. If you let me teach, I know how to arrange my time and physical strength. If you let me be an official, I know nothing about it. When the time comes, I'll mess around like a headless fly, which is bad for you and bad for me."

Just after reading the text, the bell for the end of class rang. Primary school students of various ages immediately became excited. No matter what era or year, the end of class could always make children feel happy.

Li Hongqi first packed up the books spread out on the podium, and then said calmly: "Class dismissed!"

"Stand up!" The class monitor shouted.

Amidst the rumbling sound of tables and chairs colliding, the children all stood up. Led by the class monitor, everyone shouted in a not-so-uniform voice: "Goodbye, teacher!"

"Goodbye, students!" Li Hongqi replied.

Then came a more intense rumbling sound, and the students ran outside almost in a swarm.

Li Hongqi tucked his teaching plans and books under his arm, returned to the teachers' office and sat down, only then slightly pounding his waist with his hand. After entering December, the temperature dropped sharply, and no fire had been started in the classroom yet. Just standing for 45 minutes like this made him feel very tired.

Young teachers immediately served tea. "Principal Li, drink some water!"

Beijing's schools were already considered very quiet compared to the outside. Even so, the thing teachers discussed most often was not how to teach well, but the war taking place in Tianjin, more than two hundred li away.

"Will it be the same as last time this time?" A teacher in his forties asked. He was a former Xiucai in the capital, and surprisingly a Bannerman of the Plain Red Banner. He was obviously quite fearful of the Eight-Nation Alliance entering Beijing more than ten years ago. Since the collapse of the Manchu Qing, no one liked to pay attention to Bannermen. Plus, although this person couldn't be said to be "spreading defeatist remarks," his daily fearful appearance made the young teachers in the same school look down on him.

"I say, Master Jin, you've changed your surname to a Han surname, so why do you still care about these things? The country gives you food to eat, so why do you always say such unlucky words?" The Dean of Studies, Ma Han, gave Xiucai Jin a mockery in a fluent Beijing accent. Ma Han was a Beijing local, and this person was surprisingly also a Bannerman. A few years ago, when he was starving to death, he had no choice but to join a factory opened by the People's Party in Beijing as an accountant. When the People's Party withdrew, this person insisted on leaving with the People's Party. He also served as an engineering soldier for a while. This time he returned to Beijing with the People's Party again and was arranged to teach in the school.

Xiucai Jin looked at Ma Han, who had also changed to a Han surname, with a look of disapproval on his face. But in these years, there was no way out without changing to a Han surname, just like Ma Han had a livelihood at least after changing to a Han surname. Before Master Jin changed to a Han surname, he couldn't find work for several years and lived entirely on his family's savings. Not only the two of them, but the Bannermen remaining in Beijing were basically all like this. Guys who didn't change to Han surnames and insisted on their Bannerman identity, whether during the Yuan Shikai period or now that the People's Party had seized Beijing, could only live off their own past savings at home.

"But the foreigners are powerful, even if..." Master Jin couldn't help but say.

"Slap!" Ma Han slapped the table fiercely. He glared at Xiucai Jin and shouted loudly: "Teacher Jin, I'm telling you this for the last time. If you are afraid, resign now, and go wherever you want. As long as you eat the government's food, teach well here! Teach whatever the government asks you to teach. Don't say things you aren't asked to teach; go back to your own home to say them!"

Pfft! Several young teachers couldn't help but snicker. Actually, no one was unconcerned about the current war situation. Seeing someone being scolded instead relieved the tension in these teachers' hearts somewhat.

Ma Han watched Xiucai Jin lower his head. He scanned the other teachers again. "If anyone among us is afraid, leave quickly. If anyone wants to kill enemies and serve the country, you can apply to join the army. But those who stay here, teach well. People say that everyone is responsible for the rise and fall of the country. Since everyone has become a teacher, concentrate on teaching the books well and managing the students well! Other matters will naturally be the responsibility of other departments!"

After listening to Ma Han's scolding, the teachers all fell silent. One-third of them were originally from the army and came to act as teachers temporarily, while the other two-thirds were personnel recruited from society. Those from the army naturally knew that war was not decided by discussion, while the others didn't have much sense of belonging to the People's Party, the new master of Beijing.

Li Hongqi remained silent from beginning to end. He didn't even care what these people thought. In the entire city of Beijing, perhaps he was the one with the deepest relationship with the People's Party. His disciple Shang Yuan already held a high position in the top ten of the People's Party. In terms of the traditional teacher-student model, Chen Ke could also be considered a disciple who had attended his lectures in a sense. However, Li Hongqi never cared about this. Li Hongqi only had a sense of surprise as an outsider regarding the People's Party having such scale and strength in less than ten years. The old master never thought of using his relationship with Shang Yuan and Chen Ke to obtain anything. The People's Party quickly established Beijing's education system, allowing Li Hongqi to find a livelihood to eat for a considerable period of time; this was the thing he was most satisfied with.

As for the outcome of the war, Li Hongqi had his own ideas. But Li Hongqi didn't think he had any necessity to discuss this very private thing with others. Looking up at the sky outside the window, which was already covered with heavy clouds, Li Hongqi said: "It's going to snow. It's not cold when it snows, but it's cold when the snow melts. Let's hurry up and find a way to start a fire in the classroom."

The teachers in the office didn't quite understand what Li Hongqi meant. Everyone was trying to figure out what this old master, who gave up the position of Vice Curator of the National Library and was willing to be a primary school principal and teacher, exactly wanted to say.

Li Hongqi didn't let these people guess blindly either. He said: "Someone has to manage the fire once it's started. How do we arrange this shift?"

"Ah?" Hearing this question completely related to starting a fire for warmth, most people didn't understand what was going on.

"Commander Pu, should we send engineering troops to build a few temporary railways to transport coal?" The Logistics Minister barged into the headquarters and made a request. "It's going to snow soon. If there is no coal, many refugees withdrawn from Tianjin will probably freeze to death, and Beijing also needs to burn coal."

Actually, this place, Beijing, didn't lack coal. Muchengjian, Qianjuntai, Da'anshan, and even Mentougou had coal mines. According to the captured Beiyang data and the exploration of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's engineering exploration troops, the coal mines in Mentougou were even very high-quality anthracite.

In terms of reserves and quality, the abundant coal resources could completely solve the fuel supply for Beijing and Tianjin. The only problem was the lack of dedicated coal transportation railways. In the Manchu Qing and Beiyang eras, control over water sources and coal fuel was an excellent way for the government at that time to amass wealth. The People's Party certainly didn't have this intention, but providing universal heating fuel to the Beijing-Tianjin area, and even to further areas, was a huge project.

Seeing Pu Guanshui look hesitant, the Logistics Minister immediately followed up with an explanation. "Handan Steel Plant has already produced iron. As far as we know, they have already used rails in the mining area themselves. We only need to lay a rail track from the Mentougou area now. No need for steel rails; just build a simple railway. It's enough if it can transport one or two thousand tons a day. When there are steel rails, we can replace this simple railway with a standard railway."

Pu Guanshui nodded slightly. This idea was very good. But...

The Logistics Minister continued: "Manpower is insufficient; we continue to use those people from the POW camps. And we also recruit people from Beijing locally. Anyway, with this simple railway, this war will be much easier to fight!"

Just as they were speaking, the telephone rang. Pu Guanshui picked up the phone. "What is it!"

"Report, a telegram from the troops in Qinhuangdao. The Japanese army is landing in large numbers in Qinhuangdao. The troops hope we can send troops to reinforce. The telegram will be sent to the headquarters immediately!"
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The news of the Japanese attack on Qinhuangdao was finally proven to be a false alarm. It was already three days later when the news that "this was a feint" arrived. Pu Guanshui, who had fallen asleep lying on his desk, was shaken awake. Looking up, the one who shook Pu Guanshui awake was the Logistics Minister. His eyes were red, and his eyelids were swollen like a goldfish.

"Commander Pu, the preliminary plan for building the railway is finally out. Sign it if you see no problems." The Logistics Minister handed a document to Pu Guanshui.

Pu Guanshui thought for a long time before remembering this matter from a few days ago. He roughly looked at the document and then asked: "Why did it take so long?"

"The calculation department put the decimal point in the wrong place. They calculated it repeatedly several times before finding the problem," the Logistics Minister said while yawning.

"Oh?" Pu Guanshui also had a hard time understanding the Logistics Minister's words.

"Then how could such a simple mistake be made?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The Logistics Minister shook his head. "I also asked the comrades in the calculation department. Seeing their situation, I almost cried. These comrades haven't had a normal holiday for more than two hundred days. The responsible comrade just sitting there had his limbs twitching randomly. He said that when he and the comrades close their eyes now, what flies in front of their eyes are numbers. The data waiting to be processed on the responsible comrade's desk alone is more than two feet high. And this is only a small part of the urgent data."

Only in these two years did Pu Guanshui understand how much use mathematics, or the limits, differentiation, integration, and matrices in "higher mathematics," actually had. Those comrades doing mathematics could use things like ghostly talismans to perform effective calculations on various logistics and engineering operations. Pu Guanshui himself had also done logistics work. Let alone not resting normally for more than two hundred days, just doing calculations during the march for a few days, Pu Guanshui felt numbers and formulas flying before his eyes and his limbs twitching uncontrollably. As for placing the decimal point wrong, that was an all-too-common mistake. When extremely tired, Pu Guanshui could even calculate the addition of two-digit numbers wrong. He also couldn't remember that three times seven should equal twenty-one.

Pu Guanshui agreed very much with the Logistics Minister's complaint. "How about we apply for more personnel from the rear?"

The Logistics Minister replied with a grin: "I say, Commander, we should be burning high incense just to scrape together the six hundred people in the calculation department now. Commander Chai curses daily in the headquarters to ask for people from the rear. It's not enough just to understand mathematics; being able to sit there calculating all day is really not something ordinary people can do. Those comrades dragged in to make up the numbers would go crazy after working for a day or two at most."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui understood the Logistics Minister's meaning. "You mean you are preparing to give the comrades a holiday?"

"It really won't do without a holiday. We can have rotating holidays, but we can't have no holidays. If it really doesn't work, we can drag people in to make up the numbers first, but we don't need to count too much on these comrades being able to work for long." The Logistics Minister gave his thoughts clearly.

"This basic education! Fuck!" Pu Guanshui swore a rare curse. He could command thousands of troops and horses, and a single order could decide the fate of thousands of enemy and friendly soldiers, so Pu Guanshui understood science exceptionally well, or more accurately, how big a role mathematics played in the People's Party. How much practical guiding significance the "Chen Ke Equation" (the Lanchester combat equations plagiarized by Chen Ke) in military deduction had was needless to say now. The handful of young people proficient in mathematics, firmly held in the hands of You Gou, Director of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, although they couldn't use the large number of equations they summarized to completely simulate combat details in the post-war replay deduction, they could roughly simulate the overall logistics, combat, and supply using the numbers submitted after the war. They could even deduce errors in part of the submitted numbers in reverse.

Every unit commander wanted such treasures, but You Gou actually said that there were simply no conditions in various units to exert the calculation ability of these comrades. The result was that someone unknown gave You Gou the nickname "Old Witch" after a rage, and this nickname spread like wildfire in the troops.

Pu Guanshui naturally wouldn't be so rude as to publicly spread such a nickname, but he was very convinced by what You Gou had said: "These comrades were selected by us from tens of thousands of people. Only by expanding basic education can we get more excellent comrades." And basic education could only rely on time and accumulation. It was useless for Pu Guanshui to be anxious.

"Then take rotating holidays in three shifts. In short, we can't tire people out into illness," Pu Guanshui replied.

"In addition, regarding the railway construction work, Comrade Li Runshi doesn't think we can fully utilize the Beiyang Army," the Logistics Minister replied.

"Why?" Pu Guanshui was very surprised.

"The Beiyang Army is used to being supported with high salaries. Now they want to go home, so they have to work hard. But railway construction work is too hard, so they can't be counted on much. So Comrade Li Runshi suggested that labor is not a punitive measure, but transforming people through labor. Since this is the case, it's better to disband those who perform relatively well, and we will specially recruit railway workers and coal mine workers."

Although in his heart he still wanted to use a large amount of unpaid labor, Pu Guanshui knew that Chen Ke's view was also so. He sighed, "Let Comrade Li Runshi decide this matter."

Just as they were speaking, there was suddenly a bit of commotion outside, and soon a guard ran in. "Commander, it's snowing outside!"

Hearing this news, Pu Guanshui and the Logistics Minister both got up and walked out of the headquarters. Sure enough, snowflakes were dancing in the sky. Snowflakes fell on faces and necks and melted instantly, feeling cool and very comfortable. But neither Pu Guanshui nor the Logistics Minister looked good. Snow itself wouldn't cause too much impact on military and other operations, but once the snow water soaked the ground, various difficulties would follow. Especially for things like railway construction, huge trouble would be encountered.

"Yujian, I heard that railway workers are being recruited now. I think you might as well apply," Li Hongqi said to his son at dinner. At this time, the heavy snow had been falling for two days, and Li Hongqi's courtyard was snow-white. Cabbage, tofu, meat slices, and bones bobbed slightly in the boiling soup on the stove, and the room with the fire lit had a warmth peculiar to a family.

"Dad, I can naturally find a job; you don't need to worry." Although Li Yujian pretended to be calm in tone, that unhappines simply couldn't be hidden.

Li Hongqi persuaded slowly: "I asked you to go to the meat processing plant, you didn't go. I asked you to teach, you didn't want to go either. Garment factories, transportation firms, you looked down on all of them. I think this railway worker job is not bad. Work hard for a few years, and if there is a chance, go to school for further studies. This is surely a livelihood for a long-term meal."

Li Yujian was really impatient listening. He put away his smile and said seriously: "Dad, I have studied for so many years and also worked in the government office. Asking me to do these laboring livelihoods, wouldn't it be losing your face if mentioned by others!"

"What's shameful about working?" Li Hongqi's tone finally couldn't help but rise. "Yujian, don't listen to those people outside talking nonsense. I don't think it's anything even if you sweep the streets or pick up manure. Working to eat, what is shameful about this?"

It wasn't once or twice that Li Yujian heard his father say this. This time he finally couldn't bear it somewhat. With considerable resentment, Li Yujian said: "Dad, I never wanted to say it, but I think you are partial. You look down on me!"

Li Hongqi was really a bit angry. "You are my son. If I look down on you, who do I look up to?"

Li Yujian was stimulated by Li Hongqi's anger. He simply said loudly: "I think you only look up to Senior Brother Shang Yuan. When you talk to him about what to do, you always ask him to have lofty aspirations and do big things. As soon as you mention me, it's these completely insignificant small things. It has always been so!"

Listening to his son's complaints, Li Hongqi fell silent. He just closed his eyes slightly, trying to adjust his breathing which began to be a bit disordered.

Li Yujian completely misunderstood his father's attitude. Moreover, mentioning Shang Yuan, this senior brother, made Li Yujian even more annoyed. "I was doing fine in the government office. If it weren't for Shang Yuan, how could I be looked at differently? Originally, how many opportunities for promotion were ruined because I knew Shang Yuan? He is impressive now, with a resounding reputation in the People's Party. Chen Ke became the Emperor, Shang Yuan can at least be a Prime Minister. You always asked him to do big things, and he has done it! You always said I can't do anything, look, it also fulfilled your words!"

The more Li Yujian spoke, the more aggrieved he felt. At this time, his eyes were already full of tears. "Dad, you are my dad, I am your son. Shang Yuan is not your son!"

"Are you finished?" Li Hongqi's voice became stern. His wife wanted to say something, but Li Hongqi waved his hand, and Mrs. Li didn't dare to try to say anything anymore.

Li Yujian was often scolded by his father, so he wasn't too afraid.

After all, it was his own son. Li Hongqi was truly angry. He wanted to speak nicely, but he still couldn't help but slap the table fiercely. "When your Senior Brother Shang Yuan studied under me, he already had an academic degree. His family was much richer than ours! Did you see that every time he hauled coal for our family, he stood there watching people carry it? When did he not do it himself, carrying it together with those coal-transporting masters, and then moving it to the position? And you! When have you ever done a bit more when you could do a bit less?"

Li Yujian was still unconvinced after hearing this. He said angrily: "That was just him wanting to curry favor with you! Besides, I moved coal more times anyway!"

"You are right, he just wanted to make me happy." Li Hongqi said, "However, Ziyou asked about filial piety. The Master said: 'Nowadays filial piety means being able to support one's parents. But even dogs and horses are supported; without reverence, what is the difference?' Your Senior Brother Shang Yuan not only took on the burden when there was work, he genuinely respected me. He did that thing for me! Which time you did things was it not either forced by helplessness or wanting others to know you did these things, wanting others to know you are capable of being good to others? Is this reverence? You also tried hard to mix in officialdom, but do you think others didn't know you were deliberately currying favor? You always say people in officialdom look down on you. They don't need to do anything; as long as they ignore you, you jump out to do things for others yourself. Doing this, who can really respect you?"

Hearing his father actually accuse him of being unfilial, plus his father unceremoniously poking straight at his shortcomings, Li Yujian's face became even uglier.

Li Hongqi sneered. "The Master said: 'In serving one's parents, one may gently remonstrate. If one sees that they do not follow one's will, one should still be reverent and not disobey, and work without resentment.' I just said a few words to you, and your face changed. Can this be called filial piety? Do you have reverence in your heart? You don't even understand reverence yourself, so how can you make others respect you?"

Hearing these words, Li Yujian's face became even uglier. He suppressed his anger and said: "Dad, according to you, I am neither filial nor reverent. So I am good-for-nothing!"

Li Hongqi raged: "Do you still think you aren't good-for-nothing?!"

Seeing the father and son making such a scene, old Mrs. Li couldn't watch anymore. She slapped her chopsticks on the table with a pa sound. "Old man, you didn't let me speak, but I must speak now."

Li Hongqi was angry enough at this time, so he simply turned his head away and didn't make a sound.

Old Mrs. Li ignored Li Hongqi. She said to her son: "Yujian, you think your dad looks down on you. I have to say, you really don't understand your dad. Your dad's expectations for you are higher than for Shang Yuan. It's just that your dad really doesn't understand you. Don't act out of spite, and don't smash a cracked pot. Let me ask you, with what you think of your own ability, what rank of official would you be satisfied with?"

Li Yujian had always respected and loved his mother. Hearing his mother say this, he thought about it very seriously. "A sixth-rank official, I guess."

Old Mrs. Li smiled. "About there. I think you only have this much ability in this life." Old Mrs. Li laughed. "But what does your dad want you to do? Cultivate yourself, regulate the family, govern the state, and bring peace to the world. With your nature, you wouldn't do hard labor even if you died, and you don't have the aspiration and guts to do big things. Cultivating yourself naturally won't go anywhere. Regulating the family is just keeping the family from starving. But your dad wants you to walk down step by step, and finally be able to govern the state and bring peace to the world."

The mother's words were reasonable in every sentence. Li Yujian was greatly astonished at first. In his impression, his old dad Li Hongqi had always been extremely strict and didn't look like he had high hopes for him at all. But his mother's statement was absolutely not unreasonable. Moreover, his mother pointed out directly that Li Yujian actually had no ambition for advancement, and Li Yujian just bragged about not being inferior to Shang Yuan. At this time, Li Yujian blushed with shame instead.

Old Mrs. Li smiled and said: "Yujian, you have the cleverness. In terms of reciting books, you are much better than Shang Yuan. Let alone Shang Yuan, you are much better than your dad. After I married your dad, when your dad was in his twenties and became a private school teacher, he still often walked and read in the room holding a book before lectures. I asked him why. He said he couldn't remember and always forgot. He read so much that I could recite it just by listening."

Hearing old Mrs. Li talk about these anecdotes, Li Yujian was extremely surprised. Li Hongqi remembered past events and couldn't help but have a trace of a smile on his face.

But old Mrs. Li put away her smile. "I still remember a few passages in the books your dad read. 'The learning of the gentleman enters his ear, attaches to his heart, spreads to his four limbs, and manifests in his movement and stillness. His straight speaking and subtle movements can all be models. The learning of the petty man enters his ear and exits his mouth; between mouth and ear is only four inches. How can it be enough to beautify a seven-foot body! Ancient scholars learned for themselves; today's scholars learn for others. The learning of the gentleman is to beautify himself; the learning of the petty man is to make himself a beast to be offered. Therefore, telling without being asked is called impetuousness; asking one and telling two is called loquacity. Impetuousness is wrong; loquacity is wrong; the gentleman is like an echo.'"

Li Yujian knew these were words from "Xunzi," and he now completely understood in his shame what exactly his mother wanted to say. Sure enough, old Mrs. Li said: "Your dad and your Senior Brother Shang Yuan both have one advantage: they use what they learn for themselves. You, child, learn to show off! Your dad knew his ability wasn't enough, so he honestly became a teacher. Your Senior Brother Shang Yuan never thought of learning any dragon-slaying skills to govern the state and bring peace to the world; he is the kind of person who cherishes the world in his heart. So Shang Yuan is unswerving; he asks if he doesn't understand, learns if he doesn't know. On the road, if he meets a god, he kills the god; if he meets a Buddha, he kills the Buddha. But you, you see a god and learn from the god, see a Buddha and learn from the Buddha! As long as you see others being good, you want to make yourself look like that good thing from the outside. Even if you look exactly like a god or Buddha, aren't you still incompetent yourself? When people ask you to cast a spell for rain, your true form is revealed immediately."

Speaking of this, old Mrs. Li sighed. "Yujian, don't think your dad looks down on you by asking you to do some laboring livelihood. Your dad feels you are flashy and unsubstantial, but he is still dead set on wanting you to walk the path of cultivating yourself, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world. But breadth of mind is probably innate. You are really inferior to your Senior Brother Shang Yuan in this breadth of mind and bearing; you don't fit this path. But the dragon has nine sons, each different. There is no need to wrong yourself to do things you don't like. You might as well think carefully about what exactly you want to do and what you like to do. Don't act out of spite, and don't deceive yourself and others. You are over thirty, read so many books, seen so many things, and mixed in the government office; you should always know what you want to do."

Li Yujian pondered for a good while before saying somewhat embarrassedly: "I know, Mother."

Seeing Li Yujian's attitude was fairly sincere, old Mrs. Li then said: "Let's stop here. If you still want to eat some, hurry up and eat. If you don't want to eat, go back and think about it properly first."

Li Yujian naturally couldn't eat anymore. Hearing his mother say this, he hurriedly got up to take his leave and went back to his own home.

Li Hongqi's second son, Li Yuce, hadn't made a sound since the meal started. At this time, he said: "Dad, I want to go repair the railway and be a railway worker."

"What railway are you going to repair? Go study properly! You are over twenty; studying is also the last chance. If you don't take this opportunity to go to school quickly, life will be hard in the future," Li Hongqi replied. This second son was obedient, but his reading was mediocre. With Li Hongqi's understanding of the People's Party's new education system, he would rather let his second son hurry to get a degree so he could have a better life in the future.

"Dad, didn't you also say just now that being a railway worker also gives a chance to go to school? Wouldn't it be fine if I go to school when I have the chance? I actually really want to be a worker." Li Yuce obviously didn't sympathize with his old dad's mood.

Li Hongqi wanted to say something more, but felt his wife push him under the table. He had to temporarily stop his plan to scold. "We'll talk about this in a couple of days."

After finishing the meal, with no one else in the room, old Mrs. Li said: "Old man, you aren't willing to use Shang Yuan's connections easily. I ache for my sons; I can lower this face. Your temper is too proud; you never look at ordinary people. So you can't teach students, let alone teach sons. Everyone has their own aspirations. At this point, let them go. Aren't you content to have met the child Shang Yuan?"

Li Hongqi pondered for a long time before sighing deeply. "Concern leads to confusion. Things I can't do, I always hope they can do. I always hope they can do better."

"How do you know it's bad for them to live according to their own way of living? If everyone were like the child Shang Yuan, would this world really be better? Some things the child Shang Yuan doesn't feel are suffering, but for others, it would be a living hell." Speaking of this, old Mrs. Li pondered for a moment, and finally couldn't help but say: "Actually, if you had understood Yujian's nature earlier..."

Old Mrs. Li could only speak up to here. The couple looked at each other, and both saw a silent sigh in each other's eyes.
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"Labor supply insufficient?" Chai Qingguo questioned the telegraph operator in his office.

"There is absolutely no error in the telegram draft we translated! Please believe us, Chief!" The telegraph operator directly pointed out Chai Qingguo's doubt.

After letting the telegraph operator go back to work, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but shout at the Chief of Staff: "The base area has a population of two hundred million now, and now there's actually a labor supply shortage!"

The Chief of Staff naturally couldn't curse along with Chai Qingguo. He said matter-of-factly: "Commander Chai, no need to say too long ago, if someone said five years ago that the war could be fought to this scale, would you believe it?"

Chai Qingguo wasn't really shouting abuse due to anxiety attacking his heart. He knew very clearly how large the scale of the current war was. Although the People's Party looked down on old scholars the most, the People's Party also grasped cultural education very tightly. For example, poetry education in culture was one of them. Chai Qingguo had also read Xin Qiji's "Yongyule," and he felt deeply about the line "swallowing ten thousand li like a tiger."

Theoretically, the People's Party could even organize the march from the southernmost Guangxi to the Northeast. In fact, in the latest batch of troops, there were even soldiers from Guangxi. A part of them had already been incorporated into Pu Guanshui's troops. Before long, these soldiers who had truly walked a distance of ten thousand li would participate in the battle to march into the Northeast, and even into Korea.

Chai Qingguo felt uneasy about the consequences brought by the "insufficient labor supply" proposed by the Central Committee. This consequence was that every region and every unit had to find ways to solve problems themselves. If the Central Committee expressed inability to solve problems immediately, one shouldn't expect the local areas to solve problems on a certain battle line by their own efforts.

The Chief of Staff naturally knew where the problem lay. He said in a deep voice: "I have already invited Comrade Li Runshi over to discuss this matter. I hope he can stop insisting on disbanding the Beiyang captives and utilize labor in this aspect as much as possible."

Just as they were speaking, the guard came in to report that Comrade Li Runshi had arrived.

The matter was so urgent that all polite formulas were dispensed with. The Chief of Staff immediately began to introduce the situation. "The Beijing-Hankou line is already saturated; all locomotives and carriages have been incorporated. Canal transport is also saturated; all sections of the canal have been dredged, and transport capacity has reached the upper limit. All factories are running at full load. All troops in various military regions across the country, as long as they are not fighting, are engaged in various infrastructure constructions. Especially our Hebei Military Region, maybe only the guard troops haven't been dispatched. All war affairs in Hebei are the responsibility of the Northeast Military Region troops. Labor supply is insufficient. So we hope Comrade Li Runshi can provide help on the issue of Beiyang captives."

Li Runshi looked at the data. After a long time, he said: "I have also studied Party history materials and discovered a problem. In the early days of our People's Party, we never had a comprehensive conflict with the old system head-on."

"Hmm?" Chai Qingguo and the Chief of Staff felt quite surprised by such an evaluation from Li Runshi. This was a bit too far off topic.

But Li Runshi didn't care at all. He continued: "Before we rose up to make revolution, natural disasters had already destroyed the local old order. So from the initial stage, we actually already controlled the local labor force. In terms of labor use, we were never deficient. Moreover, from the very beginning, we vigorously cultivated our own technical teams and technical reserves. It can be said that we prepared for a rainy day. The result of my research is that we achieved the highest efficiency at that time, and it was simply impossible to do better."

Chai Qingguo and the Chief of Staff looked at Li Runshi with a look of slight disgust and even contempt. Among the middle and high-ranking cadres in the Party, actually no one would suck up to Chen Ke. Everyone had long been used to two states: either able to understand and execute Chen Ke's plan, or unable to understand Chen Ke's plan. Those comrades who couldn't understand Chen Ke's plan, the only thing they had to do was learn to understand and deepen their understanding during execution. Sucking up was useless. Li Runshi's words had the suspicion of sucking up.

But Li Runshi didn't care about such a look from Chai Qingguo at all. He continued: "And the expansion process of the base areas completely relied on the resources provided by the system established initially. In these new base areas, we haven't been able to truly proactively incorporate the local masses into the revolutionary system; we haven't been able to bring the initiative of the masses into play. This led to high dependence on the Central Base Area. Facing only domestic enemies like Beiyang, this model can still operate well. Facing the pressure brought by imperialist attacks, we are stretched to the limit..."

"Hehe hehe!" Chai Qingguo laughed. This very malicious laughter made Li Runshi somewhat stunned, while the Chief of Staff was somewhat afraid. Chai Qingguo stared closely at Li Runshi, various thoughts rolling in his mind. This was not the first time Chai Qingguo heard such words. Chen Ke had said it, and a few other high-ranking cadres in the Party had also said the same or similar words. Someone even quoted words from "On Contradiction" to criticize the mechanical copying of old base area policies in new base areas.

...The so-called metaphysical or vulgar evolutionist worldview is to see the world from an isolated, static, and one-sided viewpoint. This worldview regards all things in the world, the forms and types of all things, as forever isolated from each other and forever unchanging. If there is change, it is only an increase or decrease in quantity and a change in place. And the cause of such increase, decrease, and change lies not inside the things but outside the things, that is, due to the propulsion of external forces...

...Metaphysicians believe that various different things and the characteristics of things in the world have been so since the beginning of their existence. Later changes are merely expansion or contraction in quantity. They believe that a thing can only be repeatedly produced as the same thing forever and cannot change into another different thing...

...Contrary to the metaphysical worldview, the worldview of materialist dialectics advocates studying the development of things from inside the things, from the relationship of one thing to other things, that is, regarding the development of things as the necessary self-movement inside the things, and the movement of every thing is interrelated with and interacts with other things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of things lies not outside the things but inside the things, in the contradictoriness inside the things. Any thing has this contradictoriness inside it, thus causing the movement and development of things. This contradictoriness inside things is the fundamental cause of the development of things, while the interrelation and interaction of one thing with other things are the secondary causes of the development of things. Thus, materialist dialectics powerfully opposes the theory of external causality or the theory of passivity of metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism. This is clear; simple external causes can only cause the mechanical movement of things, that is, the size of the scope, the increase or decrease of quantity, but cannot explain why things have qualitative diversity and change into each other. In fact, even mechanical movement driven by external force must pass through the contradictoriness inside things. The simple growth of plants and animals, the development of quantity, is mainly also caused by internal contradictions. Similarly, the development of society is mainly not due to external causes but due to internal causes. Many countries under almost the same geographical and climatic conditions have very large differences and imbalances in their development. Take the same country; under the condition that geography and climate have not changed, the changes in society are very large...

These theories sounded very reasonable, but comrades in various new base areas almost used the same words to push back these different opinions: "In actual execution, the old method has high efficiency, while the new method completely needs groping and making mistakes. We firstly don't have this time and secondly don't have this energy."

This was not comrades in various new areas shirking responsibility. Promoting revolution rapidly in new areas and having certainty of victory was by no means an easy thing. Although comrades in new base areas didn't not know that they encountered countless new problems and needed to make adjustments for these problems, time and tasks simply didn't allow large-scale targeted adjustments.

The reason Chai Qingguo laughed "maliciously" was that Zhang Yu supported "deep adjustment" of existing base area policies. And Chai Qingguo also heard that Li Runshi was strongly recommended by Zhang Yu himself, and also obtained Pu Guanshui's approval. Otherwise, even facing the situation of extreme lack of excellent cadres in new base areas, it wouldn't be the turn of a young lad in his early twenties to occupy such a high position. When following Chen Ke to create the Anhui Base Area back then, young people promoted extremely fast could only become county magistrates and county party secretaries in their twenties.

"Then Comrade Li Runshi, how long do you think this adjustment will take?" Chai Qingguo asked.

Li Runshi replied: "It needs a large amount of research now."

Chai Qingguo laughed: "You can certainly conduct research, but I need to fight the Japanese right now. Maybe I even need to fight other foreign devils. By the time you finish your research, this war will probably be over! The old method definitely has problems. The point right now is that the old method can operate well at least, can support the war, and can solve problems. The new method will bring a large number of problems. In case it affects the war, no one can afford this responsibility then."

Li Runshi fell silent temporarily. Chai Qingguo was by no means pestering unreasonably; this reasoning was very easy to understand.

Seeing this situation, the Chief of Staff hurriedly began to smooth things over. "This topic is too big. We might as well talk about the POW camp issue first."

"No," Chai Qingguo waved his hand to express his opposition. "Since the Central Committee has already said labor is insufficient, now all old methods have exerted their strength to the limit. We precisely don't lack this bit of time to talk about this thing now."

Now the Chief of Staff was somewhat surprised. Looking at Chai Qingguo's appearance now, he really didn't look like he wanted to make things difficult for Li Runshi. Could it be that Chai Qingguo really wanted to make adjustments in Hebei?

"Comrade Li Runshi, do you have any method now?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

Li Runshi was silent for a while and finally said: "Solve the Beiyang remnants in Shandong first, liberate the entire Shandong. After determining the strategic situation of the entire Hebei and Shandong, fully mobilize the initiative of the masses."

"How to mobilize?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

...

...

After Chai Qingguo discussed with Li Runshi for a whole afternoon, he braved the snow to go to the front line personally to find Pu Guanshui. Seeing Pu Guanshui's exhausted appearance, Chai Qingguo joked: "Commander Pu, do you want me to take over your command?"

Pu Guanshui didn't even have the mood to joke. "No need to take over my command; just take over the logistics for me."

Chai Qingguo laughed: "A telegram from the Central Committee told us that other base areas have entered the stage of labor shortage, and the logistics upper limit is completely impossible to increase. As long as you don't make excessive requests, it's not impossible for me to take over logistics."

"What? The logistics upper limit can't increase?" Pu Guanshui was stunned. What he needed now was unlimited logistics. If the logistics aspect could only maintain the status quo, Pu Guanshui would be in a difficult position here. But on second thought, the current situation was that northern Hebei was actually under the control of the Northeast Military Region. If the entire Hebei could be handed over to Chai Qingguo to be responsible for, and he just fought the war, the pressure could decrease constantly instead.

"Commander Chai, tell me clearly, will you play tricks on me in logistics? I trust you, so I really don't want to wrangle later." Pu Guanshui asked.

Chai Qingguo smiled helplessly: "We all came out from fighting wars; what's the point of me making things difficult for you? What should be given won't be less at all; what cuts ours can't cut yours either."

Pu Guanshui thought for a while and finally nodded in agreement.

After reaching an agreement, Chai Qingguo asked about the war situation in the last two days.

"The Japanese are now crazy about destroying our transportation lines. We are holding on desperately. Engineering troops are rushing to repair with their lives. Now it has turned into a war of attrition; this string has to be tight at all times. On the contrary, the fighting is not that intense. Lacking a navy is just this bad. If we had a navy, we could completely throttle the Japanese. Now it's snowing, and the air force can't sortie; no one knows when the Japanese will appear."

"Eh?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised. He originally thought the battle would be in full swing, but he didn't expect the battle to have the flavor of a stalemate war of attrition. "Then what do you plan to do?"

"I am firstly hoping for clear weather so the air force can sortie for reconnaissance in all directions. Secondly, considering how to find a balance point and seek the best configuration in defense and maneuver efficiency. Thirdly, finding a way to let the troops rest. Now not only is the headquarters alarmed three times a day, but the troops also can't rest well," Pu Guanshui replied.

"Listening to your meaning, the Japanese have no intention of comprehensive invasion right now?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"They come from the sea. From the Northeast to Shandong, even to Lianyungang, such a long battle line, we have to defend every place, and every place must be guaranteed not to have problems. They can implement a breakthrough at any point. Whether they intend a comprehensive invasion, we can't judge now either." Pu Guanshui stood in front of the map as he spoke, tapping the Northeast region forcefully. "The current key point is to seize the Northeast. After seizing the Northeast and Korea, we won't be afraid of whatever the Japanese do instead. As a strategic wing, Korea makes Japan unable to ignore it. Because across such a narrow strait, we can attack the Japanese homeland at any time. At that time, we will have thousands of ways to make the Japanese restless. At that time, even if they can still launch attacks on China, it can only be harassment warfare; we really won't be afraid."

Chai Qingguo agreed very much with this. This was also the real reason why the People's Party Military Commission could pass the huge costly strategy of liberating Korea. At the beginning, being so far from Korea, the conflict with Japan wasn't sharp enough. The closer the People's Party got to the Northeast, the more intense Japan's performance became. In the view of the People's Party, this intensity was precisely because the People's Party executed the correct strategy, making Japan completely feel the huge pressure. The more at this time, what was needed was precisely to do it to the end and achieve the goal. Not weak compromise and concession.

"Don't worry, I will definitely do my best to support you!" Chai Qingguo replied.

Although Pu Guanshui knew logistics was the most difficult thing, really being able to be completely liberated from the terrible logistics work made him feel much more relaxed. "Old Chai, how come you have the confidence to take over the entire Hebei?"

"I have to do it even without confidence; this is just a matter of sooner or later. Early death means early reincarnation; dying first is easy, dying later is hard. So I simply take it over to do. In addition, since the Central Committee said it's impossible to give more support, I'm afraid they will also gradually cut support."

"Cut support?" Pu Guanshui was very puzzled.

"Not saying reducing the total amount, but whatever we can solve ourselves, the Central Committee will cut the corresponding support. The total amount won't change. Since this is the case, I also want to make an adjustment in Hebei to see if I can raise the local production capacity of Hebei. If it can be done, the Central Committee can also take a breath. When we really make applications, the Central Committee will also be more generous." Chai Qingguo explained his plan.

"What problem did the Central Committee encounter?" Pu Guanshui was very puzzled. He had no time to consider these problems during this period. Hearing Chai Qingguo speak as if it was very dangerous, Pu Guanshui also felt very surprised.

"What problem can the Central Committee have? Except for lacking everything, the Central Committee probably has no other problems." Chai Qingguo laughed.

"It's good if nothing is wrong," Pu Guanshui said. "Old Chai, since you want to take over logistics, I'll send someone to hand over with you immediately. As for me, I'll sleep for a while first; I haven't slept well these days. With you taking over logistics, I can sleep a peaceful sleep. Thanks!"

Coming out from Pu Guanshui's place, Chai Qingguo looked up at the sky. Pu Guanshui hoped the weather would clear up, but snowflakes still drifted down from the gray sky. It seemed Pu Guanshui's idea fell through. But under this weather, the impact on landing warfare was also huge. The marching of various troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was so difficult, let alone the Japanese wanting to transport a large amount of materials from the sea to the beach. Pu Guanshui said the Japanese army's progress was slow recently. This snow couldn't be said to only cause difficulties for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; the Japanese wouldn't feel much better either.

On the road back to Beijing from the front line, basically no masses could be seen along the way; it was all troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This could be understood from the fact that everyone was wearing military cotton coats. Thinking that he was about to take over the affairs of the entire Hebei, Chai Qingguo not only didn't have a feeling of joy but instead had heavy pressure.

As a senior commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chai Qingguo had long passed the stage of only thinking about having greater authority. Authority meant obligation, meant more responsibility, meant carrying more black pots. This was by no means a simple good thing.

"Can only adjust!" Chai Qingguo thought.
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In China's Bohai Sea, at a distance of more than one hundred nautical miles from Tianjin, the Japanese fleet was implementing a patrol. It was called a patrol, but this fleet, with three cruisers as its main force, simply didn't have enough patrol vigilance. This couldn't be blamed on the Japanese Navy not being serious enough; the People's Party had no navy, and the Beiyang Navy had already withdrawn south to Fujian. There was simply no trace of Chinese warships south of the entire Yangtze River in China. What the so-called patrol could encounter was nothing more than British merchant ships. These merchant ships were fully loaded with goods boarded at ports other than Tianjin, sailing leisurely towards the south of China. Their destination was British ports in the Pacific and even the Indian Ocean, and the final goal was war-torn Europe.

After five or six days of heavy snow, the sky finally cleared. The originally gray vision now became incomparably clear. Under the azure sky, merchant ships spewing thick smoke from their chimneys were extremely clear in the observation scopes of the Japanese fleet. Although these British merchant ships sailing leisurely on the sea had no hostility towards the Japanese fleet, the naval officers and sailors on the Japanese fleet looked at the British merchant ships with malicious eyes. The continuous Sino-British trade meant that the People's Party was still competing fiercely with Japan in foreign trade, yet the Japanese fleet simply didn't dare to intercept them, and couldn't even have any obstructive actions. This couldn't help but make the Japanese fleet, which temporarily controlled the seas of Northeast Asia, quite annoyed.

In the captain's cabin of the fleet flagship, high-ranking officers of the Japanese Navy gathered together. Just according to rank, they should have held the meeting on a battleship. But the navy was a gold-swallowing beast; even without fighting, every sortie required huge expenses. dealing with the People's Party which had no navy at all, dispatching battleships would be too much loss for the gain.

"Gentlemen, the Cabinet Prime Minister has already stated regarding the comprehensive war plan proposed by the Army Ministry this time that if the plan is demonstrated to be feasible, he will agree. I hope you all can propose opinions on this matter!" Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo said.

"The People's Party has no coastal targets worth attacking. Even attacking Qingdao would be more loss than gain." A navy officer immediately put forward his own view. After cruising along the northern coast of China these days, this was also the view of the Navy Ministry officers.

The life of naval guns in these years was only 200 rounds. A salvo of ten thousand guns seemed majestic and magnificent, but the price behind the magnificence was equally expensive and terrible. The attitude of China under the rule of the People's Party was tough, not even like Chinese people. Not to mention that the army horse dung had never been able to win in land warfare. If they couldn't get tangible and reliable benefits, and merely made the war an endless war of attrition, Japan simply couldn't maintain a long-term combat posture.

"Your Excellency Kato, I heard that the Army Ministry hasn't proposed a comprehensive war military plan yet. Is this true?" Navy officers cared quite a bit about this matter. Leaving aside the contradiction between the Army and the Navy, if the Army Ministry advocating total war against China couldn't propose a plan, the war with China couldn't enter a real breakthrough.

Listening to the Navy Ministry officers asking about the Army Ministry formulating a comprehensive invasion plan for China, Kato Tomosaburo had mixed feelings in his heart. Japan hadn't got the plan to break through China yet, but their relationship with the garrisons of other European countries in China had achieved a "breakthrough."

The current garrisons in China were all those countries of the Eight-Nation Alliance back then. These countries themselves had already split into the irreconcilable Entente Powers and Central Powers. Japan simply didn't need to count on getting support from Germany and Austria. As for the British garrison representative, he simply proposed the requirement that the Japanese army must not threaten the safety of the British and French headquarters in Tianjin. The attitude of various countries was almost unprecedentedly consistent: "Japan needs to act against China itself. Don't count on getting support from other countries like before."

Mentioning the meritorious officials of the Russo-Japanese Battle of Tsushima, everyone would think of Combined Fleet Commander Togo Heihachiro. Undoubtedly, this naval battle decided the outcome of the Russo-Japanese War. It was precisely because of Japan's victory in the Russo-Japanese War that Japan became a world-class country and attracted the attention of various countries. So Togo was called the God of War and was granted a state funeral by the Japanese Emperor after his death. But Kato Tomosaburo, who worked closely with Togo on the same warship, served as the Chief of Staff of the Combined Fleet and was the number two figure in the fleet. He was an artillery expert, and the proper use of Japanese naval artillery was an important factor in achieving victory.

This artillery expert didn't just understand military affairs and not diplomacy. The Russo-Japanese War was indeed ended by military victory, but the role played by diplomacy was no smaller than the selfless slaughter on the battlefield. Without British funds, intelligence, and even full support behind the scenes, Japan might not have been able to achieve victory. Not to mention that now in 1915, Japan still owed Britain 600 million pounds in foreign debt because of the Russo-Japanese War.

Kato Tomosaburo knew very clearly that current China couldn't be defeated by the navy. For Japan, the rise of the People's Party was simply like a nightmare. Suddenly, hundreds of thousands of brave soldiers and tens of thousands of various technical personnel appeared in this backward country of China. The reason the Navy Ministry supported pressuring Tianjin was simple: cutting off the Beijing-Tianjin Railway could maximize the strangulation of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's transportation line out of the pass.

However, the huge shelling cost and the life-and-death fighting and sacrifice of the marines did not cut off this railway. On the contrary, because of the Japanese invasion, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied Tianjin instead. Those Chinese braved Japanese artillery fire with amazing courage to drive the locomotives parked at Tianjin Railway Station to a safe place. It wasn't until obtaining the report from intelligence personnel that the Japanese army remembered they should have destroyed these locomotives with artillery.

But at this time, this opportunity had already been lost. From then on, traces of Chinese trains appeared on the Beijing-Harbin line again. The Japanese marines attempted small-scale operations to cut off the railway and achieved certain success at first. But the railway interruption time wasn't long; the Chinese quickly repaired the railway, and trains could still run well. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also constantly set ambushes for the marines. After losing thousands of men in succession, the navy was also unwilling to bear such losses anymore.

"In order to get their plan passed, the Army Ministry is now using all their strength on making plans. Instead, actual military actions are very limited," Kato Tomosaburo replied. Towards the Army Ministry who blew their own trumpet to the sky, Minister Kato expressed his dissatisfaction with such words.

"Could it be that the Army Ministry is preparing to wait until next spring to fight?" The Navy Ministry officers were very dissatisfied with this. "The snow in Manchuria is heavy in winter, but isn't this exactly a good opportunity for us to use our transportation advantage to surround and annihilate the enemy?"

This view immediately received the support of the naval officers. Facing the People's Party which had no maritime strength at all, the land warfare concept identified by the Japanese Navy Ministry could be said to be firm in campaign concept and clear in tactical thought. That was to thoroughly annihilate the effective strength of the People's Party. If commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army listened in on such an idea, presumably they would also agree.

After listening to the discussion of the Japanese naval officers for a while, Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo spoke up to interrupt the discussion. "Gentlemen, what you are discussing is a war with the goal of occupying Northeast China. I don't want to say there is any problem with everyone's idea, but the Army Ministry is now aiming for a war to overthrow the People's Party. I personally can understand the Army Ministry's difficulties. The People's Party will absolutely not easily give up the Northeast. Even if defeated in the Northeast, they will not easily let it go at that. If it becomes like this, the war will become long-term. And our Great Japanese Empire does not have the ability to endure this long-term war."

"Just wait until the European war ends, and the Entente Powers will definitely support us." The naval officers were relatively knowledgeable, and they immediately proposed this absolutely correct view.

"How long will the European war fight? One year? Half a year, or two years?" As a military expert, Kato Tomosaburo didn't blindly consider the aspects favorable to Japan. The duration and intensity of the European war up to now had already greatly exceeded Kato Tomosaburo's expectations. "If this European war fights for another two or three years, what should we do? Do you gentlemen think we can endure a protracted war of two or three years?"

A naval officer probed: "It's impossible for the European war to fight for so long!"

"Then how do you prove that the European war is impossible to fight for so long?" Kato Tomosaburo asked back.

No one dared to continue speaking. No one in the Japanese Navy Ministry dared to brag like that, boldly predicting the process of the European war.

"Then what is your meaning, Your Excellency?" The officers of the Navy Ministry considered their thoughts unified and were willing to fully support Kato Tomosaburo.

"I don't have any meaning. I think the Navy Ministry has no reason to support a total war, but recently it is necessary for us to implement annihilative military strikes against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Northeast China. Completely controlling Northeast China first, this is the bottom line of all our future military operations..."

Just as Kato Tomosaburo was expressing his opinion, a signal came from the voice tube. The observer at the observation post discovered a People's Party reconnaissance plane in the sky. Naval observers were all talents selected for excellent eyesight. Some guys with strong vision claimed to be able to see stars in broad daylight. This was not a joke; it wasn't that there were no stars during the day, but that the strong sunlight made people unable to see the starlight. In the Russo-Japanese War, just because a Russian warship didn't close its porthole, a glimmer of light in a distant place was discovered by a Japanese naval observer, allowing the Japanese army to occupy the advantage of attacking first. Since the Japanese naval observers said they discovered a People's Party plane, they definitely discovered a People's Party reconnaissance plane.

The officers of the Navy Ministry, including Kato Tomosaburo, fell silent. The People's Party's air force indeed exceeded the air forces of the Great Japanese Imperial Army and Navy. During the siege of Qingdao, the Japanese Navy's planes were beaten so hard they dared not take off. Because those who dared to take off were all shot down by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This was also once an excuse for the Army Ministry to ridicule and even attack the Navy Ministry.

Lack of air superiority was also an important reason why the Navy was unwilling to dispatch marines on a large scale. The Navy indeed possessed powerful mobility at sea, but on clear days, naval landing operations would be detected by the People's Party's air force. In weather so bad that the air force couldn't sortie, naval landings also faced huge difficulties and even dangers. This danger was sometimes even greater than what the air force encountered. Even facing the People's Party with a huge advantage, the Japanese Navy itself knew very clearly that they didn't really occupy an unshakeable advantage everywhere.

"Gentlemen, no need to pay attention to the People's Party's air force first. What views does everyone have on the future direction of the war?" Kato Tomosaburo said in a grave tone.

"We support your idea!" The naval officers said one after another.

At this time, the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army far away in Panjin also faced snowy days completely. This snow entering December indeed made the troops face huge difficulties. After a heavy snow, the temperature in the Northeast dropped below minus ten degrees. According to the meteorologist's measurement, the lowest temperature was already lower than minus seventeen degrees. Moreover, strong winds blew frequently. Even though they changed into thick winter clothes, the soldiers felt extremely unaccustomed. The enemy at present was no longer the Japanese, but the harsh climate of the Northeast.

After Mu Husan confirmed the temperature, his worried look all along was finally slightly alleviated. The Military Commission emphasized many times to pay attention to the difficulties of wintering in the Northeast, but when really facing this situation, the comrades truly understood what "bitter cold land" meant. After a little water got on the hair, the whole hair could freeze hard instantly. Peeing on the ground, the heat floating in the air hadn't dissipated yet, and the water on the ground could freeze instantly. If they hadn't seen it with their own eyes, the comrades would definitely think this was a joke.

Of course, the Military Commission wouldn't only make requests and warnings to the comrades. Within the scope of its ability, the Military Commission also proposed all suggestions. For example, regarding garrison camps, the Panjin area didn't have enough houses for troops to station. Houses built in a hurry weren't enough to live in either. One of the reasons the Japanese army could occupy Fengtian, or dare to occupy Fengtian, was that Fengtian had enough places for troops to live.

The "snow packing machines" obtained by the 18th Corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army finally came in handy at present. In areas already selected, snow houses and igloos were built imitating Eskimos. If not for the bitter cold of the Northeast, this camp construction method couldn't be implemented instead. Even so, wanting to make snow into usable material couldn't be completed by manpower alone. Only with specialized tools could construction work be carried out truly efficiently.

Originally, the soldiers of the 18th Corps thought Mu Husan's "overcast turning sunny" look might be because Mu Husan was driven crazy by the immediate situation. When everyone moved into the snow houses, the comrades realized that sometimes after the temperature dropped to a certain degree, perhaps the phrase "things turn into their opposites when they reach the extreme" could be used to describe the change in the situation.

Low temperature didn't mean completely unbearable; the important thing was the howling wind. The bone-chilling cold blew into every gap of the soldiers' clothes with the strong wind, or simply blew through the clothes, making the body temperature drop rapidly. Military tents shook back and forth in the strong wind at night, making it uncertain if the comrades could sleep well all night.

With houses made of ice and snow, the cold wind was blocked first. Setting up tents inside the ice house, the temperature inside the tent could be seven or eight degrees at least, which was already spring-like warmth compared to outside. Moreover, these ice and snow camps could be set up in places with important strategic positions but no human habitation at all, which was more beneficial for war. Although still not quite used to the material of these "barracks," the comrades of the 18th Corps no longer complained about the current conditions. Having such a camp was of great benefit for the comrades to get used to the Northeast weather.

The troops not only had to get used to the Northeast weather but also had to get used to fighting. Before winter began, the comrades started cutting down trees to make many sturdy wooden planks and poles. At that time, the soldiers didn't understand this. When these wooden planks and poles were used for ski training, everyone knew what they were for. No longer sinking into the thick snow with one step, the marching speed of the troops began to increase greatly in the skiing course.

Mu Husan conducted comprehensive training according to the wintering suggestions proposed by the Military Commission, including winter firearm maintenance and adjustment, and various temporary solutions. Things that needed to be done piled up like a mountain.

"Are we still going to fight in winter?" The Chief of Staff from Subei cared about this very much. He wasn't afraid, just that in such an environment completely unimaginable before, war became not the most important option.

Mu Husan knew this wasn't the Chief of Staff's doubt alone; the comrades of the troops all had this worry. He said loudly: "Isn't everything we do preparing for war? We are humans, Japanese are humans too. Now what we are competing on is who adapts to this winter first. Whoever can exert combat effectiveness in this winter will definitely win."

Time passed day by day like this. By January 1916, besides having preliminarily adapted to the Northeast weather, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also selected the first batch of snow combat soldiers.

"Comrades, our trip this time is not entirely for fighting, but to prepare for subsequent operations. Our targets are here and here!" The assault team captain tapped heavily on the Anshan and Dandong positions on the map. And outside the assault team's camp, the sound of dogs barking could be heard occasionally. That was the barking of Alaskan sled dogs Chen Ke bought from the United States.

These big dogs with sapphire blue eyes looked similar to wolves in appearance, and their temperament was quite cold. They didn't like to bark randomly on ordinary days either. Pulling sleds in the snow, and even tracking, they were excellent. The dog handlers were from Shandong, which was the most "severely cold" region the People's Party could provide at that time. In the Northeast, the bloodline of these dogs made them adapt to the climate here earlier instead.

"When do we set off?" The soldiers' blood boiled one by one. Such boundless snowy plains were indeed a good place to display their skills.

"I say it again, we are not going to fight, but to probe the road. There is plenty of time to fight, but without a marching route, fighting would definitely be twice the effort for half the result." The assault team commander emphasized again.

"Understood!" The soldiers answered immediately.

"Then everyone prepare to set off tomorrow." The commander replied very satisfiedly. Speaking of this, he urged again, "The white silk is used for cover; try your best not to get it dirty!"
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Dandong, the most important city on the China-Korea border, was still called Andong at this time. It faced Sinuiju of Korea across the river to the east, bordered the Yellow Sea to the south, Anshan to the west, Dalian to the southwest, and Benxi to the north. It was an important city integrating sea, land, and river lines in one place.

When Japan invaded the Northeast in 1915, the first place it seized was Andong. By early 1916, Japan still occupied this beautiful small city. Because it was adjacent to the river and sea, the heavy snow filling the sky in other parts of the Northeast became much gentler in Andong. The snow wasn't very deep either, just about covering the insteps. Such a fresh and comfortable winter should be very suitable for residents to come out for a walk, but every household in Andong had its doors tightly closed, and the entire city had no vitality at all.

Not only was there no vitality, but the streets of Andong were now full of murderous intent. Japanese soldiers in black uniforms were all over the streets, everyone looking solemn. Two months ago, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cavalry blew up the Yalu River Bridge. Needless to say about the Japanese bridge-guarding troops, the commander was immediately dismissed and sent to a military court for severe punishment. The troops near the Yalu River Bridge were also severely reprimanded by association.

If it were just reprimands, it wouldn't have really affected the Japanese garrison much. Being scolded by superiors was simply a commonplace meal in the Japanese army. Anyway, as long as they weren't punished, a few scoldings from the superior were just scoldings. However, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army existing as an enemy didn't scold people, they were really taking lives. From the time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army blew up the Yalu River Bridge until the snow fell, because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cut the telegraph lines, the Japanese army could only rely on traditional manpower to deliver intelligence. Initially, the intelligence coming and going in Andong every day was all kinds of pleas for help. As time went on, the pleas for help became fewer and fewer. It wasn't that the Japanese army beat back the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army slaughtered all Japanese forces in all areas they could reach. After the snow fell, even the intelligence for help was completely interrupted.

The Japanese army was a proper army after all. What the silence of information made them feel was not peace, but danger. Before the People's Party entered the Northeast, Japan relied on Mantetsu and the Garrison Treaty in China, relied on Mantetsu and the garrison in the Liaodong Peninsula, to effectively implement control over the Northeast. Now the Japanese army huddled in a few limited large strongholds like Andong, Fengtian, and Anshan. Between various strongholds was vast Chinese land. Those days when Japanese network nodes were everywhere were gone forever.

High observation watchtowers were erected in Andong. Andong's "warmth" was also relative; a temperature of around minus ten degrees would make people stomp their feet from cold no matter what. The Japanese soldiers on the watchtower were frozen stiff all over, noses red. But with a mission on hand, the Japanese soldiers still tried hard to observe while shivering. On the winter Northeast plain wrapped in silver, a line of thin small black dots appeared from the direction of Fengtian. This immediately attracted the sentry's attention. He hurriedly picked up his binoculars. That was a column of Japanese soldiers wearing black military uniforms. At least looking at the military uniforms, they were Japanese military uniforms. The sentry immediately sent out an alert message. Last time, the group that raided the Yalu River Bridge was a group of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers wearing Japanese military uniforms. Japan paid great attention to this. The Japanese soldiers below immediately became alert; while assembling, they dispatched a squad of cavalry to check.

Facts proved this was a false alarm. The newly arrived Japanese troops were a team transporting wounded soldiers. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sent the wounded personnel of the 20th Division to Fengtian, and then began to fiercely attack Mantetsu strongholds. The Japanese army in Fengtian was afraid that transporting wounded soldiers would be intercepted halfway, and secondly, many wounded soldiers also needed continued treatment. So the work of transporting wounded soldiers back to the country only truly unfolded now.

This batch transported a total of about five hundred "lightly wounded" personnel. The carts were full of people lying down. Once they arrived in Andong, whether wounded or the escort team, their faces lit up. As long as they crossed the Yalu River, these people would be considered back home.

"How is Fengtian?" Stationed in Andong was the Japanese Takahashi Regiment. Regiment Commander Takahashi Yoichi asked about the situation in Fengtian.

The squad leader of the escort team shook his head slightly. "The situation is not good."

Until before the snow fell, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been attacking Mantetsu strongholds everywhere. With the experience of being besieged last time, the Japanese Fengtian garrison with insufficient troops could only use small units to rescue. As a result, they were ambushed several times and lost quite a few troops. With no other choice, Japan could only withdraw the surviving Mantetsu stronghold personnel from various places back to Fengtian and Anshan.

Learning that Fengtian's situation was about the same as Andong's, Regiment Commander Takahashi's expression also became dim. He heard many times that the homeland prepared to increase troops in the Northeast, but currently, both the Northeast and Korea had entered winter, making it very difficult to increase troops. Because Mantetsu strongholds were destroyed, the entire Liaodong Railway had basically stopped running. Maneuvering on two legs in the snowy winter days was a bit too ridiculous.

"Oh? The Japanese wounded transport team has already entered Andong?" In the snow more than ten kilometers away from Andong, some comrades wearing white cloaks and snow camouflage uniforms were struggling to translate the intelligence just dropped by the plane.

Japanese communications were interrupted, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's were not much better. The only advantage was just the airdropped intelligence delivery implemented by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force.

"Captain, should we try to harass them?" Although the team members knew the purpose of this trip was not to fight, everyone still couldn't help but itch for a fight.

"Cut the crap, hurry up and do the work against the map. Next time we fight, we'll have to be guides. This big snowy field is white all over; identify it well. Walk through every place, see if there are places like big pits." The captain said grumpily.

Pre-war work was just this boring. The name of the assault team was loud and majestic, but the actual work was to personally walk through the roads, water sources, and various places where action might be taken in a dragnet style. The closer to the enemy area, the more careful one had to be. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could play ambush warfare, and the Japanese were not fools either; they had to check carefully near their strongholds. Transportation was inconvenient after the snow, and the Japanese army rarely came out, which gave the opportunity to conduct reconnaissance very close to the Japanese army.

The captain's idea was correct. The day after the assault team began reconnaissance, the Japanese routine patrol team found something wrong. A large number of traces left by humans walking and sleds sliding suddenly appeared in the snow. This news was immediately transmitted back to the Andong stronghold. Regiment Commander Takahashi listened to the report of the reconnaissance troops with a tight frown, looking at the map without speaking for a long time.

"Should we send people to chase?" The staff officer suggested.

"Definitely must send people, but how many people?" Takahashi Yoichi asked. The reply from the Japanese reconnaissance team just now was very clear; the range where enemy traces appeared was very wide. Roughly estimating, the enemy must be three or four hundred people. Ordinary common people couldn't possibly move in such a large place; this must be the vanguard of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Are they preparing to fight us in winter?" Takahashi Yoichi couldn't help but ask. In fact, the fact that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could run hundreds of li across the snow from Panjin to Andong in the dead of winter already made Takahashi Yoichi feel extremely surprised.

"Shall we expand the reconnaissance range too?" The Japanese staff officer suggested. After all, backed by the Yalu River, and the Japanese army had also dispatched three divisions to Korea, one of which was stationed in Sinuiju opposite the Yalu River. Relying on railway transportation, this unit's logistical supply was quite good, and it could cross the Yalu River to fight at any time. If fighting broke out in Andong, the Japanese army believed they had the assurance of victory.

"Okay. Starting tomorrow, expand the reconnaissance range. No, send a battalion to move with the reconnaissance team." Takahashi Yoichi finally decided to prioritize safety. Under the current tense situation, if ambushed, Takahashi Yoichi would definitely be punished.

But the Japanese army's luck wasn't too good. Just after this decision was issued, another snow fell in the Northeast. The heavy snow filling the sky covered all traces on the ground and turned the earth into a pure white world again.

The comrades of the 18th Corps welcomed the snow very much now. After all, the Northeast was not the legendary North Pole with boundless ice and snow to draw from. Building ice and snow houses last time basically exhausted the collectible ice and snow. Now that the sky provided building materials again, it was really the best thing.

While ordering the expansion of the camp, Mu Husan ordered troops to repair Mantetsu strongholds near the Beijing-Harbin line and build new garrison sites. The Staff Department immediately felt the smell of gunpowder before a big battle. Food and fodder go before troops and horses move. If not for fighting, the materials currently reserved by the 18th Corps could probably survive this winter.

"If we fight now, what is the campaign goal? Relying on winter operations, I'm afraid we can't complete the initial campaign concept." The Chief of Staff suggested.

"If we aren't enough, pull the 14th Corps in too." Mu Husan laughed. "Anyway, the comrades of the 14th Corps have also come to us recently to get a lot of experience. There is a big gap between having experience and practice."

The Chief of Staff obviously didn't have such a good mood. "Corps Commander, we lack heavy artillery; I'm afraid we can't take Shenyang City."

"Why do we have to take Shenyang City? Why not let the enemies in Shenyang City come out and fight us?" Mu Husan asked back.

"Eh?" The Chief of Staff was somewhat surprised.

"The Japanese gave us a surprise, playing a game of 'the reverse guest becomes the host.' Now we can just return the favor once." Mu Husan explained.

"But logistical supply..." Just as the Chief of Staff finished speaking, he didn't continue. Mu Husan's initial arrangement was to maximize the reserve of materials and improve logistical supply capacity.

"When will the assault team going to Anshan return?" Mu Husan asked.

Anshan was rich in resources. Having just iron and coal allowed this area to have the foundation to become an important industrial zone. Japan had been fully managing Anshan's mineral products and industry since the Russo-Japanese War.

The assault team dispatched by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to Anshan encountered problems in this aspect. The winter Northeast should have had few pedestrians, especially in the days after snow; as long as one didn't enter villages, one shouldn't encounter people at all. As a result, the Anshan area was obviously not the case. Not only were there people in the mining area, but there were also many Japanese guards in the mining area. These days, the Japanese were scared quite a bit by various news, so the number of mining area guards increased quite a bit instead.

With no other choice, the assault team could only avoid these areas as much as possible and start operations around the outside of the mining area.

"Woof! Woof woof woof!" The sled dog suddenly deviated from the target and barked towards a place nearby. The scout sighed, pulled out a long pole from the sled, and poked at that place a few times. Sure enough, as expected, the end of the long pole vibrated violently, and the sound of metal biting came from under the snow. That was a beast trap.

If it were a normal operation, they would naturally take the main road. And hunters wouldn't set beast traps on the main road. But the assault team's route of not taking the usual path greatly increased the possibility of encountering various dangers. Although comrades in the logistics department had long considered this problem, and assault team members all had two or three pairs of boots, one of which had many protective measures, two comrades still injured their feet and now had to ride on sleds to move with the assault team.

Releasing the beast trap from the end of the long pole, the troops continued to advance. Just after walking for not long, a gunshot was suddenly heard. That was the sound of a local musket. A muzzle-loader, loaded with iron sand and gunpowder, a very old-fashioned weapon. Close-range hunting effect was not bad; long-range combat could only be described as "cute."

The person shooting obviously didn't intend to hurt anyone either, but the comrades of the assault team still became tense. Everyone prepared for battle one after another, and the dog handler also forbade the sled dogs from barking randomly.

The place where the gun was fired was a sparse forest. Local dialect came from the opposite side, but there was quite a lot of Shandong accent in it. "What exactly are you doing?"

"What are you doing?" The Shandong comrade in the assault team immediately responded.

The person behind the tree paused for a while before continuing to shout: "Did you break quite a few of my clips?"

The assault team members breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed the person opposite was a local hunter.

"We passed through here and accidentally broke fellow villager's things. We apologize to you. But we didn't do it on purpose." The assault team member shouted.

The hunter opposite was silent for another while, then shouted: "Are you the People's Party that kills Japanese?"

These words immediately made the troops vigilant. Although the People's Party was considered famous outside, being shouted out by a hunter felt wrong no matter what.

"What do you do?" Comrades prepared for battle while continuing to deal with the person opposite.

"Are you the People's Party? If you are the People's Party, I'll come out!" The person opposite continued to shout.

The reconnaissance captain became more alert. While ordering troops sent from both flanks to outflank, and letting comrades be best prepared for battle at any time, he stood up and continued to shout: "We are the People's Party. Fellow villager, come out."

Hearing these words, a person holding a weapon walked out from behind a tree. Just as the assault team captain wanted to speak, he saw two other people walk out from behind other trees. Unexpectedly, there were so many people opposite; several soldiers almost opened fire.

Fortunately, things didn't get to that point. Three hunters arrived at the assault team's location. The leader was tall and looked like a Shandong person by appearance. Perhaps because he hadn't been in the Northeast from Shandong for long, the Shandong flavor in his words was still very strong.

The leading hunter carried the musket on his back and first bowed to the assault team, then said excitedly: "We heard long ago that the People's Party fights the Japanese; now we've finally seen you."

Just as they were speaking, children's screams suddenly came from inside the forest. The outflanking comrades had already arrived in the woods, and now dragged two half-grown children out from the woods.

"Don't be rough!" The captain and the hunter shouted almost simultaneously.

Half an hour later, the crowd lit a bonfire and began to talk. The two children just now had recovered from the fright. First relying on their elders to look curiously at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army assault team, their attention was soon attracted by the Eskimo dogs sitting steadily beside the breeder. These large-bodied dogs sat there very calmly. Except for their huge size, their eyes and movements were not scary.

"Don't make noise." The hunter saw through the children's thoughts at a glance, pulled them to his side, and then continued to talk with the assault team captain.

The hunters were a family, surnamed Zhu. Anshan locals. The leader said excitedly: "We have suffered in these years. Finally someone dares to come and fight the Japanese! Sir, do you want people to join?"

On August 27, 1904, the Japanese Second Army and Fourth Army fought with the Russian Siberian First Corps, Second Corps, and Fourth Corps on the line of Shangshiqiaozi, Xiashiqiaozi, Tanggangzi in today's Qianshan District and Sifangtai in today's Haicheng City. On August 28, the Japanese line went west from Liuerpu, Nanshahe, Panjialu, Shihuiyao, Xiangshanzi, Sifangtai, Xiaolingzi, Lizi Garden, Shizuizi to Yingshoupu.

This battle lasting 19 days brought deep disasters to the people of Anshan and Liaoyang. Wherever the Japanese and Russian aggressive armies passed, this gang of robber beasts burned houses on sight, killed people on sight, robbed things on sight, looted money on sight, and raped women on sight, doing all kinds of evil. Both Japan and Russia treated captured prisoners with generous hospitality and released them in time, but after capturing Chinese people, they tortured and killed them severely. In the Russo-Japanese Battle of Liaoyang, hundreds of rich villages were destroyed, trees were cut down, and pigs, chickens, cattle, and sheep were all robbed and killed.

No less than thirty thousand refugees from Liaoyang and Anshan were homeless and fled to Fengtian City in panic.

The Zhu family was originally Shandong immigrants who went outside the pass to Fengtian to make a living, and they had some land. Being tossed about like this, their family property was considered completely finished. When they returned to their hometown after the war ended, even the house was demolished. Just as the Zhu family was trying hard to restore the family business, Japanese mining personnel came again. First, they abducted Zhu family members to mine in the mountains, resulting in three deaths in the mine. Later, they forcibly bought a considerable piece of land from the Zhu family at a low price. The Zhu family had to rely on being hunters to subsidize the family livelihood. Although the Zhu family, which originally relied on farming, couldn't be said to be bankrupt now, life was not as good as before anyway.

The more Zhu Huaiji spoke, the more excited he became. Finally, he said loudly: "Sir, I heard you fight the Japanese! I am willing to fight the Japanese with you. Let the Japanese all get off their butts and get the hell out quickly."

Having the cooperation of local common people was naturally a good thing, not to mention that this Zhu Huaiji was a hunter. In this heavy snow, the most the assault team encountered in the wild was hunters. The assault team captain was similar to most elite commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; he had been a political commissar. Upon hearing it, he knew that Zhu Huaiji's hatred for Japan was very simple. The Japanese affected the Zhu family's life, plus there were lives lost between the two sides. So Zhu Huaiji wanted to drive the Japanese away. But how deep this hatred exactly was, might not be reliable when facing tests.
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"Sirs, your dogs look quite capable!" Zhu Huaiji said. The Eskimo dogs pulled the heavy sleds unhurriedly through the snow. Leaving aside the novelty of this sled power, hunter Zhu Huaiji and others were seeing these huge dogs, as big as foals, for the first time.

The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army just smiled kindly. These dogs were indeed good, but they also put quite a lot of pressure on logistics. But no one wanted to say so much. Marching in the snow consumed considerable energy; it was better to save a bit of strength if possible.

The assault team captain took over the conversation. "Brother Zhu, are the guards of this mine very formidable?"

"If you say formidable, they aren't that formidable, but there are many of them." Zhu Huaiji was full of anger when mentioning the Japanese mine guards. Not only did the Zhu family have three people lose their lives in the mine, but the mine side used to be a good hunting ground, and now there were no wild animals to hunt there. "Sir, do you want to attack them?"

The assault team captain laughed: "Attacking them is not impossible, but it needs the help of you locals!"

"How do you want me to help?" Seeing hope to fight the Japanese, Zhu Huaiji asked hurriedly.

"You have to lure the Japanese out. If we go directly to fight the Japanese, I'm afraid they will turtle up and not come out. Someone has to get them out!" The assault team captain replied.

This was a necessary method, and even so, it carried considerable risk. In order not to alert the enemy, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not cut the telegraph lines in Anshan yet. So a short-term siege could very likely attract enemy reinforcements. In such a strange area, even having a map was useless.

"Do you want me to trick the Japanese out?" Zhu Huaiji wilted a bit at that moment. Trickery against the Japanese wasn't impossible, but the key was if the Japanese didn't come out with Zhu Huaiji, that would be terrible.

Seeing Zhu Huaiji's expression, the assault team captain didn't force it either. He smiled and said: "Let's scout the road first. Brother Zhu, with you as a local, we have saved a lot of trouble!"

For several days in a row, Zhu Huaiji and several hunters from the Zhu family took the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to walk through all the villages near Anshan. Now everywhere had heard of the People's Party's name, and with locals leading the way, especially the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's modest attitude—but when mentioning fighting Japanese, they were not modest at all, telling exactly how they slaughtered the Japanese—this made the rural masses admire them considerably.

Zhu Huaiji might not dare to lure the Japanese mine guards out, but the Zhu family wasn't the only one with a grudge against the Japanese. Another family of hunters surnamed Xie volunteered to help lure the Japanese out. "Several members of our family were killed by the Japanese. This time there is finally a chance for revenge; I am not afraid of death myself! I only hope you sirs can kill all the Japanese and help our family get revenge!"

The assault team had a total of more than fifty people. This force could probably deal with one or two hundred people in an ambush battle. The key to the problem was whether the enemy could be tricked into the ambush circle. This really could only rely on the help of local common people.

After two days of careful arrangement, the operation was finally implemented. The combat result was considered not bad. Without losing a single person, the troops wearing white camouflage uniforms first easily annihilated more than fifty people brought into the encirclement by the Xie family hunter. Then they followed the small path to raid the camp of the Japanese mine guards guarding the mine. At the cost of three wounded, they annihilated more than one hundred and thirty people. Then in front of the miners and local common people, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army followed the method of dealing with Mantetsu: unless someone was willing to stand up to vouch for a Japanese and state the reason why that Japanese could be spared death, only then would a certain Japanese be released. Under the circumstance that no one pleaded for mercy, the Japanese were all beheaded. Of course, no one pleaded for the Japanese, and as a result, all the Japanese in this mine were killed clean.

The corpses from the ambush battle were also dragged back to the mine. Spending this effort was to avoid letting the Japanese army discover that battles took place in two places. Anyway, it snowed a lot these days, and the traces on the ground disappeared quickly. The Xie family hunter knew very clearly in his heart that he played a considerable role in the ambush battle, and covering up the battlefield of the ambush battle was also protection for him.

The assault team left a few liaisons to continue operating in the Anshan area, and the main force of the assault team retreated rapidly. Since they had demonstrated combat effectiveness to the masses, the rest was to make contact quickly. This was really a good opportunity to attack.

Bringing the news of progress in Anshan, the assault team returned to the Panjin area. The 18th Corps, which had already intended to seize Anshan, immediately adjusted its deployment. First, they asked the 14th Corps to send troops to take over part of the 18th Corps' garrison, and the 18th Corps troops also began to continue north.

The reaction of the 14th Corps was fast. After receiving the notification from the 18th Corps, they immediately forwarded the news to Northeast Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui immediately ordered the entire 14th Corps to station in the Panjin area. The two corps in Hebei, the 15th and 16th Corps, stationed in Jinzhou and the region between Jinzhou and Panjin. With the support of large troops, the morale of the 14th Corps was also high. And the 18th Corps moved north in batches.

Areas like Jinzhou, Panjin, and Anshan were already very cold at this time, but compared with Changchun further north, the degree of coldness was still limited. Although Changchun's name looked very warm ("Long Spring"), winter was actually the longest here. After entering February, the temperature here dropped to more than minus thirty degrees. Even if the sun was out in broad daylight, no one was willing to go out.

If there was anything colder than this weather, it might be the mood of Zhang Zuolin, the Military Governor of the Northeast temporarily staying in Changchun. Speaking from the heart, being driven out of Fengtian by the Japanese wasn't a shameful thing. Even if Changchun wasn't completely Zhang Zuolin's territory, the Changchun defenders still admired Marshal Zhang for being able to escape with his life. Not to mention that Marshal Zhang scaring away tens of thousands of Japanese troops with one shot was a legend in Changchun City.

But the latest news made Zhang Zuolin more and more afraid. Although the Japanese didn't continue to attack, and Zhang Zuolin had also heard that the People's Party annihilated a Japanese division in Shandong. At that time, Beiyang said the People's Party was bragging. Zhang Zuolin was very afraid of the Japanese, so he naturally also thought the People's Party was bragging. Until his intelligence system in Fengtian sent the news to Changchun that the People's Party annihilated the Japanese 20th Division and blew up the Yalu River Bridge under the Japanese's nose. Zhang Zuolin finally knew the People's Party wasn't bragging.

This Beiyang miscellaneous army warlord who gained huge opportunities in troubled times was truly afraid. In Zhang Zuolin's view, the Japanese definitely wouldn't stay in China for too long. Even with the Russo-Japanese War fought like that, Japan didn't stay in the Northeast in the end.

But the People's Party was completely different. The People's Party definitely wanted to seize the entire China. Even Grand President Yuan Shikai, who had acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, was forced to death by Chen Ke. How could Chen Ke be polite to Zhang Zuolin?

However, the view of Wang Yongjiang, the head of another faction in the Fengtian Army currently, was completely different from Zhang Zuolin. After annihilating the 20th Division, news of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing Mantetsu members on a large scale reached Changchun. Wang Yongjiang suggested that Zhang Zuolin actively send someone to contact the People's Party, and both sides seek cooperation. Deal with the Japanese in the Northeast together.

Zhang Zuolin certainly disagreed. He believed the current situation should be a good time to sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight. The biggest threat at present was the Japanese. He should even send news to the Japanese first that Zhang Zuolin had no intention of being an enemy of the Japanese. Exchange for temporary peace. Anyway, as long as he didn't send troops to provoke the Japanese or the People's Party, wait until the general trend was obvious, at least when both sides were in a critical period of fierce war, at that time, no matter who Zhang Zuolin defected to, they would have to pay a big price to Zhang Zuolin.

Wang Yongjiang looked down on this fence-sitting attitude extremely. "Marshal! If neither the Japanese nor the People's Party has the intention to accept us, what do you plan to do?"

"Neither has the intention to accept us?" Zhang Zuolin didn't think it through completely for a moment. A moment later, he finally understood Wang Yongjiang's meaning, and now Zhang Zuolin's face sank.

Wang Yongjiang was one of the few high-level officials in the Fengtian Army who truly came from a scholarly background. He didn't care that Zhang Zuolin was unhappy. "Marshal, the Japanese fought into the Northeast this time to occupy our Northeast. Absolutely not to support the Sun Yat-sen regime. The People's Party fought into the Northeast also to seize the Northeast. Comparing the two, we can only contact the People's Party. At least we are all Chinese. Now even if we contact the Japanese and get temporary peace, that's not because the Japanese genuinely want to let us off, but because under the confrontation with the People's Party, they have absolutely no strength to attack us. Under such a situation, even if we ignore the Japanese, they can't attack over. Marshal, you can't be mistaken!"

Zhang Zuolin certainly knew the ins and outs of this. He pondered for a good while before saying, "This should have been the People's Party coming to find us to talk business..."

How could Wang Yongjiang not know what Zhang Zuolin was thinking? He was quite disappointed in his heart. Originally he thought Zhang Zuolin could be considered a hero, but unexpectedly when it concerned his own life and property, he still revealed his true colors. But since Wang Yongjiang became Zhang Zuolin's subordinate, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but seriously give correct suggestions. "What the Marshal is thinking is probably still wanting to continue being the Military Governor of Fengtian."

Zhang Zuolin's face blushed slightly. Wang Yongjiang directly spoke out the true thoughts in Zhang Zuolin's heart. Actually, Zhang Zuolin also knew this was obviously unrealistic. If the People's Party defeated the Japanese and seized Fengtian, then he could by no means have his previous status. But after being the Military Governor of Fengtian, even if only for a short time, Zhang Zuolin could no longer give up his former status. So as long as the People's Party could promise Zhang Zuolin to continue being the Military Governor of Fengtian, he would defect to the People's Party banner without hesitation.

"Marshal, you obtained this Fengtian Military Governor position by relying on how much effort you put in and serving successive Military Governors. But in the current situation, if you want to continue to be this Fengtian Military Governor, you can only continue to serve the side that ultimately wins. The weight of your contribution cannot be less than the weight of your contribution before!" Wang Yongjiang really spoke his heart out.

Zhang Zuolin shivered slightly. If Wang Yongjiang hadn't mentioned it, Zhang Zuolin himself would have forgotten how much effort he had actually put in during the past days. Not to mention how much he worked like a horse for others when he established the Security Force in Western Liaoning. Even in the situation where Security Forces everywhere were bandits, Zhang Zuolin's Security Force was strictly disciplined, and many times they did the work first before taking money. They won deep praise from the Western Liaoning locality. If it weren't for this, Zhang Zuolin couldn't have been offered amnesty and enlistment to become the official army of Western Liaoning.

During the Russo-Japanese War, besides maintaining public order within the territory, Zhang Zuolin was also calculating how to enhance his own strength. His principle was whoever gave me benefits, I would help. At first, the Russian army was powerful, so he accepted Russian guns and money and helped the Russian army. Later he was captured by the Japanese army and almost executed. After being released, he signed a vow with the Japanese army, "swearing to aid the Japanese army." After the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, his troops not only didn't suffer losses but instead expanded to 3 battalions.

After that, Zhang Zuolin first used a trick to get rid of the local big bandit Du Lisan. Then he annihilated Mongol bandits in Taonan. The Taonan area was a vast and boundless prairie, the base area for Mongol rebel activities. They were familiar with the terrain, understood the conditions of the people, were skilled in riding and shooting, and appeared and disappeared unpredictably. Their tracks were uncertain; they mostly used surprise attacks, hit and run, vanishing without a trace. Among them, several large groups of Mongol rebels, such as Bayan Dalai, Yaqian, Tokto'a, etc., all "harmed the border areas for several years. When suppressed here, they fled there, spreading and difficult to eliminate; the state regarded them as giant bandits."

When Zhang Zuolin took on this heavy responsibility, it didn't go smoothly at first. Later, he adopted the two-handed strategy of forceful attack and outsmarting, sending people to infiltrate the Mongol rebels to obtain intelligence, and gradually reversed the disadvantageous situation. In 1909, Xu Shichang saw that Zhang Zuolin's troop strength was insufficient, so he expanded his establishment to enhance his strength. Expanding 5 battalions to 7 battalions, and placing the Sun Liechen unit stationed in Taonan under Zhang Zuolin's command. Thus Zhang Zuolin's troops increased to 3,500 men, becoming a powerful force in the Northeast.

Zhang Zuolin was a person who knew gratitude very well. Being so favored and valued by the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces Xu Shichang, he worked harder to suppress bandits. At the same time, he was also constantly summarizing the experiences and lessons of suppressing bandits, groping out a set of feasible laws. He himself also endured hardships and hard work, charging at the head. Therefore, after another year of bitter fighting, he finally killed Bayan Dalai, captured Yaqian alive, and defeated Tokto'a. Later he chased Tokto'a for 800 li, driving Tokto'a all the way to Outer Mongolia. The scourge of Mongol rebels endangering the Northeast border for many years was relieved, striking the arrogant arrogance of Mongol separatists and maintaining national unity and ethnic solidarity.

After the Xinhai Revolution, the People's Party and Yuan Shikai became the two most powerful forces in China at that time. When the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces at that time learned that Lan Tianwei and other revolutionaries holding military power were brewing an uprising, he was immediately scared out of his wits. The Viceroy stated that he was about to enter the pass, that is to say, preparing to run away. At this time, Yuan Jinkai, Vice Speaker of the Fengtian Provincial Consultative Council, immediately knelt to dissuade him and suggested reusing the old Patrol Battalion troops. Zhang Zuolin was inspecting outside at the time. Getting the news of the Viceroy's summons, he hurriedly rushed back to Fengtian and held meetings overnight to study countermeasures.

Revolutionary leaders Lan Tianwei, Wu Jinglian, and others secretly discussed beforehand to seize Northeast political power without bloodshed by means of a meeting. It was planned that Wu Jinglian, in the name of the Speaker of the Fengtian Provincial Consultative Council, would convene leaders from all walks of life in the provincial capital for a meeting to solve this problem at the meeting. They studied a plan to establish the Fengtian Provincial Security Association in the name of maintaining public order, force the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces to leave, and then elect Lan Tianwei as the Military Governor Outside the Pass and Wu Jinglian as the Civil Affairs Chief of Fengtian Province, break away from the Qing court, declare independence, and complete the revolution of the Three Northeast Provinces. If "the general situation in the Northeast is settled, continue to march into the pass, join forces in the suburbs of Beijing, and strike straight at the enemy's den." The naive revolutionaries thought that by adopting the method of voting at a meeting, they could seize power in the Northeast in one fell swoop.

For this meeting, Zhang Zuolin arranged men and horses inside and outside the venue, waiting with guns, applying pressure openly. Zhang Zuolin attended the meeting with a gun, his face full of murderous intent. The atmosphere of the venue was very tense, with a tendency to break out at any moment. But the revolutionaries were not timid; instead, they spoke impassionedly, advocating breaking away from the Qing court and declaring independence. Zhang Zuolin jumped out impatiently, slapped his pistol on the table, and shouted savagely and fiercely: "As a soldier, I, Zhang, only know to obey orders to protect the Marshal. If there is unfairness, although I, Zhang, like to make friends, this pistol of mine doesn't make friends." This was a signal. His partisans around the venue all drew their pistols immediately. The situation was extremely dangerous. Under these circumstances, there was no way to continue the discussion. Councilors inclined towards revolution left the venue in anger one after another. But this was equivalent to yielding the initiative of this meeting to the royalists.

As a result, the Viceroy of the Three Northeast Provinces wielded the great power of the meeting and quickly stabilized the situation. Plus Xu Shichang soon brought troops back to the Northeast and pacified the situation in the Northeast. Now Zhang Zuolin gained Yuan Shikai's appreciation and rose step by step. Finally, he sat on the throne of the Military Governor of Fengtian.

But now the two strong enemies Zhang Zuolin faced, Japan and the People's Party, both relied completely on the strength in their own hands to seize the Northeast. Among all the things Zhang Zuolin was good at, military strength was precisely what he lacked most. In this field, Zhang Zuolin really couldn't intervene.

"Mr. Wang, what exactly do you think?" Zhang Zuolin asked Wang Yongjiang.

"That depends on what exactly the Marshal wants," Wang Yongjiang replied.

Zhang Zuolin knew he definitely had to show his hand eventually. Even if there was no fighting in winter, winter would pass after all. When spring flowers bloomed, even if the Japanese didn't come, the People's Party would come. He finally said: "I don't want to retreat anymore. Where can I retreat to? To Heilongjiang? To Western Liaoning? At least I have to be a Changchun Military Governor!"

When saying this, Zhang Zuolin was actually very guilty. With his current troop strength, it was simply not enough to seek this status. Unexpectedly, Wang Yongjiang nodded repeatedly. "We must guarantee the Changchun Military Governor."

Hearing Wang Yongjiang say this, Zhang Zuolin felt much better. However, how to guarantee his status as Changchun Military Governor, no result was discussed for a while.

But the next day, January 14, 1916, Wang Yongjiang suddenly took advantage of the night to lead his followers out of the city, and his whereabouts were unknown. In the letter left to Zhang Zuolin, Wang Yongjiang wrote: "Heroes see differently from scholars; what use are scholars' aspirations?" Following was Wang Yongjiang's resignation on the grounds of his mother's illness. Although Zhang Zuolin wasn't really any Fengtian Military Governor now, Wang Yongjiang still formally informed Zhang Zuolin in the manner of a subordinate resigning that he quit.

Now among the Fengtian Army in Changchun City, more than thirty percent were people who followed Wang Yongjiang's Garrison Command. With Wang Yongjiang gone, the military morale was immediately shaken. Zhang Zuolin's days became even harder.

After thinking it over, Zhang Zuolin no longer dared to maintain his policy of "splendid isolation." He decided he still had to rely on one side first. Calling his confidant, Zhang Zuolin ordered, "Go to Fengtian to deliver a letter!"

"To whom?" The confidant asked.

"To the current President, Mr. Sun Yat-sen," Zhang Zuolin said in a low voice.



★


Blood Red Snow White 7

Volume 5 - Chapter 146

❧ ❧ ❧


146 Blood Red, Snow White (7) 146 Blood Red, Snow White (7)

When Wang Yongjiang left Zhang Zuolin, it wasn't without any doubts. This wasn't because he still held any illusions about Zhang Zuolin. As a scholar, Wang Yongjiang himself hadn't noticed that scholarly nature of his: "A scholar dies for his intimate friend" was one thing, but more importantly, it was "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the imperial family."

Even now, Wang Yongjiang still believed Zhang Zuolin was a person who dared to promote others and entrust them with heavy responsibilities. The failure of the war could be attributed to the category of "victory and defeat are common things in military affairs" in China, but the strong "rat looking both ways" mentality Zhang Zuolin displayed after the failure could only make Wang Yongjiang feel extremely disappointed. That little bit of merit simply couldn't make Wang Yongjiang decide to stay in Changchun.

Marching in the snow was an extremely arduous thing. The group originally planned to avoid cities, but after walking nearly two hundred li for several days in a row, when they reached the vicinity of Siping, Wang Yongjiang and the two guards couldn't refuse the idea of resting in Siping. Continuing to walk in the snow like this, the three of them even had the heart to die.

However, just when they were more than twenty li away from Siping, the three stopped. They saw a long white wall appearing in the wild field. On this strange white wall, a red flag was inserted. Before they fully understood what was going on, they saw a small squad of people wearing strange clothes, carrying guns, and leading dogs rushing out from behind the wall.

Wang Yongjiang refused to run anymore. The three exhausted people couldn't run at all now. And those dogs looked quite fierce one by one; presumably, they couldn't outrun them either. Honestly waiting for these people to rush in front of them, Wang Yongjiang raised his hands according to the other party's request while uncontrollably asking: "Who are you?"

"We are the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Siping has already been liberated by us!" The soldier who rushed over shouted loudly. "What do you do?"

"I am... I am the former Director of the Fengtian Police Department and Chief of the Fengtian Police Agency, Wang Yongjiang." Wang Yongjiang had that arrogance of a scholar. Since it had reached this point, he didn't want to hide his identity anymore.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who rushed out to arrest suspicious elements were not scared by Wang Yongjiang's title. When capturing Beijing, let alone a local police chief under the Beiyang banner, even the so-called Republic President Xu Shichang was tied up and taken away all the same. Those big shots of the old era no longer had any unattainable status in the eyes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers. Those ministers, high officials, corps commanders, division commanders, brigade commanders, and regiment commanders—when facing bayonets and gun muzzles, which one didn't obediently raise their hands to surrender?

"How did you get here?" the squad leader asked.

"What do you mean?" Wang Yongjiang originally thought the other party would show surprise or fear because of his identity, but he didn't expect the other party to ask a baffling question.

"I asked how you got here. Riding horses? Walking?" The squad leader explained.

"We walked all the way from Changchun," Wang Yongjiang's follower said.

The squad leader looked at the attire of this group, the appearance of clothes that only existed after long-distance walking, especially the appearance of muddy water stained on the boots after long-distance walking. It seemed they didn't lie. "Quite capable!" the squad leader praised. Even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't say they could easily cope with this two-hundred-li snow march.

Wang Yongjiang didn't expect the content the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cared about to be so unique. That praise of "quite capable" made Wang Yongjiang inexplicably like it very much. The hardship on this journey was simply indescribable. If not for Wang Yongjiang's resolute nature, an ordinary person probably really couldn't finish such a journey. Regardless of what kind of tragic emotion he had when choosing to leave Zhang Zuolin, the hardship on these two hundred li of road was Wang Yongjiang's truly unforgettable feeling.

The squad leader didn't mean to say more either. He smiled and said: "Then gentlemen, please follow me."

The one that conquered Siping was the troops of the 1st Division of the 18th Corps. Saying conquered, it was actually more like a raid. Siping fell into Japanese hands at present. Because of looking down on the Fengtian Army, plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army being very "rampant" in activities south of Shenyang, the Japanese army only had a battalion of defenders in Siping. A division of troops attacked suddenly taking advantage of the snowy weather. Instead of calling it a battle, it was better to call it a one-sided massacre.

After seizing this important city, Japanese prisoners were accommodated according to POW standards. Mantetsu was as usual; if no one pleaded for them, the final outcome was public beheading. After being organized to witness the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army mercilessly chopping off hundreds of Japanese heads with their own eyes, the people of Siping immediately adopted an attitude of obedience to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Siping City was now orderly. Wang Yongjiang looked at Siping City, which was almost the same as in peacetime, and didn't know what to say. He originally thought the places the People's Party passed through would probably be similar to the Fengtian Army.

All institutions and industries of Mantetsu and the Northeast officials were taken over by the People's Party at present. Wang Yongjiang was taken into the Siping Police Station. This was truly an accidental mockery. Wang Yongjiang was the Director of the Fengtian Police Department and Chief of the Fengtian Provincial Police Agency not long ago, exactly the high official managing this police station.

Wang Yongjiang didn't have such emotions; all his attention was attracted by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Needless to say about the Fengtian Army; such a chaotic army was a group of bandits in Wang Yongjiang's eyes. Although the Japanese army had strict discipline, Wang Yongjiang felt the Japanese had too much hostility on them; encountering a tiny bit of stimulation, they would try hard to show a cruel appearance. Although the Fengtian Army was no match for the Japanese at all, Wang Yongjiang still looked down on the Japanese.

When Wang Yongjiang was the Director of the Fengtian Police Department, Shenyang's social order was a mess. Police were scolded as "patrol dogs." Soldiers from greenwoods backgrounds tyrannized, and beating and scolding police happened frequently. Wang Yongjiang, a frail scholar with no strength to tie a chicken, how could he change this status quo?

One day, a certain Song, subordinate of the 53rd Brigade Commander "Tang Dahu" (Tang Yulin), picked a quarrel and stirred up trouble in Pingkangli and was caught into the police station by the police who rushed over upon hearing the news. "Tang Dahu" thought he had saved Zhang Zuolin's life, so he was fearless. He led a large group of guards to barge into the Police Department, slammed his pistol on the table, and ordered Wang Yongjiang to release the man. Wang Yongjiang threw a scholar's tantrum and ignored him. "Tang Dahu" lost face, immediately went back to assemble troops, and surrounded the Police Department tightly. A battle was about to start. Wang Yongjiang also returned color, immediately ordering the police to wait in full battle array, and set up small steel cannons in the courtyard of the Police Department, ready to return fire at any time.

But the actions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army really made Wang Yongjiang curious. This Chinese army, rumored to have defeated the Japanese army several times, didn't have the rigidity of the Japanese army in action, nor the bandit-like appearance of crowding round and shouting like the Fengtian Army. The team escorting Wang Yongjiang marched in a column, without pretentious shouting of majesty, nor the arrogance of swaggering through the streets. Although Wang Yongjiang could see that if he tried to escape, the soldiers with live ammunition behind would definitely kill him immediately, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have hostility on them. They were just completing their work. Surprisingly, there was still an army in the world that had no pretentious and intimidating style at all in the process of escorting people, but was simply completing its own work. Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but feel incredulous.

The inquiry process was also very simple. The personnel of the People's Internal Affairs Committee first seriously confirmed Wang Yongjiang's identity, and then asked Wang Yongjiang to explain the reason why he left Zhang Zuolin. During this period, there was also a link of finding Fengtian Army defectors to identify Wang Yongjiang. After completing the process, the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee member formally informed Wang Yongjiang that the timing was relatively special now, so Wang Yongjiang would be temporarily detained for a while. During the detention period, they hoped Wang Yongjiang could cooperate with the People's Party's work.

Wang Yongjiang was even more surprised. Such reasonable requests and a completely procedural attitude towards handling affairs made Wang Yongjiang doubt very much whether he was in China. Not that there was anything wrong with doing things this way, but doing things this way was too right, so right that people dared not believe such a handling process actually existed in China. Wang Yongjiang dreamed of establishing such a system. When facing various realities, Wang Yongjiang knew deeply that his idea was just a dream. When the dream became reality, Wang Yongjiang had to deeply doubt whether he had not woken up from a big dream at this moment.

The subsequent prisoner life wasn't too hard either. At least a stove was lit in the cell, and the bedding wasn't too outrageous. The food couldn't be called good, nor could it be called bad. Before Wang Yongjiang entered the cell, his personal belongings were also registered. When signing and fingerprinting, he was also informed that they would be returned to them when released. If not returned, Wang Yongjiang and others could complain to the People's Party judicial department. This was not just dreaming; it made Wang Yongjiang and others feel absurd and laughable.

Lying on the thick straw, Wang Yongjiang wanted to recall what happened, but unexpectedly, as soon as he lay down and wrapped his body in the cotton quilt, he immediately fell asleep.

In the following days, Wang Yongjiang was arraigned every day. What was asked was all kinds of Northeast issues. After each interrogation, the meeting records let Wang Yongjiang sign and fingerprint. Talk if willing to talk; no force or torture for those unwilling to talk. This again made Wang Yongjiang give birth to a feeling of being ignored. On the fourth day, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but ask: "Sirs..."

"Just call us comrades," the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee corrected again.

"Comrades, I wonder how you will deal with me, Wang?" Wang Yongjiang asked after changing the address.

The answer was: "This depends on the investigation result. If you don't owe blood debts to the people, then you will be released after the war. Live normally in this country as an equal laborer."

Wang Yongjiang was furious. "Am I, Wang, a person who preys on the common people?!"

The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee remained very calm. Wang Yongjiang's level of excitement was nothing at all. The staff still replied calmly: "Mr. Wang, what you say or I say doesn't count. What you have done is the fact. Our People's Party talks about seeking truth from facts; only the investigation result can prove everything."

This unusual calmness caused a completely different understanding for Wang Yongjiang. He stared at the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee with sharp eyes for a while. "So you gentlemen are determined to find evidence of my corruption and perversion of the law?"

"Mr. Wang, I hope you don't fabricate anything by imagination. You haven't stayed in Siping. According to your own statement, your political career in the Northeast was basically in Shenyang. We haven't liberated Shenyang now, so we have no way to verify what you did in Shenyang now. Did you cause any loss of life or any blood cases when you were in politics in Shenyang? Such things must always seek truth from facts."

"Isn't that the same? You are determined to say I, Wang, have blood cases and lives on my hands." Wang Yongjiang felt he didn't misunderstand at all.

"We won't say you have blood cases and lives on your hands, but we won't believe everything you say either. All things must seek truth from facts." The People's Party comrade replied calmly.

These words were very reasonable. Wang Yongjiang was a famous scholar in the Northeast. When Yuan Jinkai recommended Wang Yongjiang to Zhang Zuolin, Zhang Zuolin resented Wang Yongjiang's arrogance and didn't want to employ him. Yuan Jinkai said: "Minyuan stood out when he was young, praised by the people of Jinzhou as one of the 'Two Lus and Two Dings.' Even Viceroy Xi Liang praised him as 'the number one man in Fengtian police administration.' This man can be entrusted with heavy responsibility!"

Wang Yongjiang could understand this attitude of the People's Internal Affairs Committee staff, but after all, he was the party being investigated now. Moreover, these conversations made Wang Yongjiang feel one thing: the People's Party's attitude towards the old upper class of the Northeast absolutely couldn't be called friendly. After pondering for a while, Wang Yongjiang then continued to ask: "May I ask, how does the People's Party view corruption and perversion of the law versus having blood cases and lives on one's hands?"

"In our view, every upper-class person in the old system is corrupt and perverts the law; this is caused by the system. So even if we can't say completely let bygones be bygones, we are unwilling to escalate those relatively institutionalized and personalized matters indefinitely. But! If someone owes blood debts to the common people, then we absolutely cannot let them off. No matter who it is, if they owe blood debts to the common people, they must pay blood for blood. Because this is the most basic justice!" The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee replied almost calmly.

Wang Yongjiang fell silent. Because various thoughts boiled in his heart, his face was uncertain. After a good while, Wang Yongjiang asked: "If I once used martial law to kill some police officers who violated laws and discipline, I wonder how your side views this matter."

"Someone mentioned that matter." After talking for so long, the staff member was also thirsty. He took a sip of hot water before continuing: "Some say you are cold and cruel by nature, some say you are domineering. But this is a matter of government affairs, and as far as we know, when you ordered the killing, there were laws cited in it. As long as there was no unjust killing based on personal reasons, in principle, we won't evaluate such things. Being in such an old system, you naturally act according to the old system. Our People's Party's system is completely different from the old system you were in, so we can't use our system to apply to things that happened under the old system you were in. If we did so, it would not be seeking truth from facts."

Wang Yongjiang looked up and down at the People's Internal Affairs Committee staff again. This was a young man who looked twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old. Those people around him were basically of similar age. Wang Yongjiang was already forty-five this year. After a good while, Wang Yongjiang asked: "May I ask these comrades, what official positions do you hold in the People's Party exactly?"

The two comrades responsible for recording and assisting the inquiry were slightly stunned, but the comrade in charge of the inquiry said: "Mr. Wang, don't have the idea that we adopt separate treatment for you personally. Seeking truth from facts is the basic principle of our People's Party in doing things. No matter what work we do in the organization, all of us must use this basic principle as the criterion. We treat everyone like this as much as possible."

Wang Yongjiang nodded. He now suddenly felt he could understand why the People's Party achieved such achievements in just ten years. With such a group of members, if the People's Party were still unknown, that would be incomprehensible.

In the following days, Wang Yongjiang said almost everything he knew. He also once probed what exactly the People's Party wanted to do. And the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee also told him frankly, "We want to retake Korea!"

"You want to fight the Japanese to the end?!" Wang Yongjiang was no longer surprised by the People's Party's aspirations. Instead, he was extremely interested in such a future.

"We must drive the Japanese out of China, out of Korea." The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee made no secret of it.

Wang Yongjiang said in a tone full of self-mockery: "I am now a guilty person, oh, a suspect. But I want to contribute some strength in the matter of fighting the Japanese. I wonder if your side allows me to work like a dog or horse for you?"

"This is a matter for another department. We will have comrades from other departments contact you about this."

Not long after Wang Yongjiang expressed his attitude, he and the other two former Fengtian Army soldiers who escaped from Changchun together were taken out of the jail and settled in a residence of the Siping Garrison Commander. Wang Yongjiang wasn't affected either. He listed the Fengtian Army intelligence network he knew, as well as the list of relatively reliable personnel in the original Garrison Command and relevant intelligence.

When talking about Zhang Zuolin, Wang Yongjiang upheld the "scholar's strength of character." He said: "No matter what, Marshal Zhang treated me not thinly. I cannot do some things at this time. If I did, my conscience, Wang Yongjiang, would be uneasy. For some things, Marshal Zhang can only resign himself to fate. But I really can't do anything; I hope you gentlemen forgive me."

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't force Wang Yongjiang either. After a few more days, the troops sent people to escort Wang Yongjiang south. This time going south, Wang Yongjiang finally knew what the long white wall he saw north of Siping was. That was snow blocks made with a specialized tool. After pouring cold water on the outer part, it froze into a solid ice layer in a moment. In this world of ice and snow, the ground was frozen like iron blocks, and there was no way to dig fortifications at all. This kind of snow wall was a fortification very easy to manufacture.

The People's Party's ice and snow camp opened Wang Yongjiang's eyes even more. Setting up tents inside the round grave-like ice houses was even much warmer than many civilian houses. Moreover, from Panjin to Siping, the People's Party had already constructed an arc-shaped area against Fengtian. No one went out in the dead of winter, but on the Western Liaoning Plain, between the "linked camps" of the People's Party, there were dense marks left by various sleds walking. Even from Siping to the south, the People's Party used captured trains.

Everything proved one thing: the People's Party was already making war preparations in the harsh environment of winter. Even without waiting for spring, the People's Party could launch an attack on the Japanese army in Fengtian.

Wang Yongjiang never thought that in his lifetime he could actually see a large-scale war by the Chinese army against a foreign army. Although Wang Yongjiang himself didn't love war, in his heart he supported the war against Japan extremely.

On February 14, 1916, Wang Yongjiang finally arrived in Anshan. As soon as he entered Anshan, Wang Yongjiang saw a scene he would never forget in his life. Batches of Japanese were tied up and dragged to the open ground outside Anshan City. In front of countless onlookers of Chinese common people, as long as no Chinese common people came out to state reasons why the Japanese shouldn't die, they were dragged out and beheaded.

Despite being a scholar, and despite facing a bloody execution ground, Wang Yongjiang still couldn't help but laugh out loud happily.
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Wang Yongjiang had always marveled at the youth of the People's Party cadres. Cadres of various levels in their twenties were originally the norm in the People's Party. Becoming division commanders and corps commanders completely by their own ability was even more common. But when Wang Yongjiang saw with his own eyes a young man just over half his age commanding tens of thousands of troops across the Northeast, he still felt a strong jealousy. Wang Yongjiang was only 20 when he entered officialdom; at that time, Mu Husan was just a little baby born not long ago. Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but think that the current People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was only thirty-six this year. Compared with these influential figures in China today, he was really too old.

Mu Husan didn't come to recruit Wang Yongjiang to surrender. Actually, if Wang Yongjiang weren't really a quite honest anomaly among the Northeast civil officials, Mu Husan wouldn't even have met Wang Yongjiang. The People's Party implemented a policy of "discarding like worn-out shoes" towards the old upper class, especially the literati class. Chen Ke had publicly expressed his thorough contempt and despair for literati, asking comrades "not to be confused by the undeserved reputation of literati!"

"Mr. Wang, you have quite some appeal in the Jinzhou area. We want to ask you to lead our troops to Jinzhou. I wonder what you think, sir?" Mu Husan said straight to the point.

Wang Yongjiang was stunned. He originally thought Mu Husan would rely on him to attack Fengtian. Because of his error in judgment, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but feel a sense of being slighted in his heart. "I wonder how your army prepares to attack Fengtian?"

"We actually don't want to attack Shenyang hard." Mu Husan told the truth. "Attacking a fortified city in winter is really difficult, so our army hopes to fight a field battle with the enemy army instead. So we hope sir can take this opportunity to help us go south."

Mu Husan could be considered to have overcome all dissenting views on the matter of using Wang Yongjiang. He didn't want to make promises of official posts to Wang Yongjiang, but he didn't think the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could start any mass movement in the Northeast in this winter with thick snow and dense forests either. The most efficient way of use was to let Wang Yongjiang help the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gain a foothold in his hometown. Geographically, if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could stabilize its presence in Jinzhou, it would be equivalent to controlling the Liaodong Peninsula.

Wang Yongjiang considered Mu Husan's idea. He had seen the winter camp of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, so he could slightly understand the idea that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, capable of large-scale stationing in a snowy environment, was willing to fight field battles. Whether it was the Fengtian Army or the Japanese Army, currently they could only be stationed in the urban areas of the Northeast. He continued to ask: "Is your army confident in competing with the Japanese army?"

"War changes rapidly; we don't know how the Japanese will fight either. In the current situation, it's enough if we can fight our own battle well. So the urgent task is to squeeze the Japanese out of the Northeast." Although Mu Husan would absolutely not put Wang Yongjiang in an important position, he didn't think there was any problem with telling the truth. If he couldn't make people like Wang Yongjiang understand the strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it would have a great negative effect on future cooperation instead.

"Your army really has the will to fight!" Wang Yongjiang praised. The situation where the Fengtian Army collapsed at the first touch when facing the Japanese army made Wang Yongjiang feel jealous shame and helplessness. Facing the Japanese army which was only one-third of their number, the Fengtian Army in Fengtian collapsed at the first touch; this was really shameful. "If Corps Commander Mu trusts me, I am willing to work like a dog or horse for you."

After Mu Husan sent Wang Yongjiang away, he immediately began to continue arranging the current work. Just as he said just now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the intention to attack Shenyang in winter. Firstly, winter attacks were ineffective; secondly, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still had the plan of besieging a point to strike reinforcements. If they could use the enemy forces in Shenyang as bait to lure the Japanese reinforcements in Korea, a field battle would really be the best choice. But the key to this plan was the issue of troop strength.

The reinforcement of the 14th Corps was really timely. The 18th Corps was transferring all the areas it already controlled to the 14th Corps. Mu Husan actually hoped the 15th Corps could take over the task in the Panjin area, and best if they could also take over the work of marching into Jinzhou. But this encountered a problem: Mu Husan, also as a Corps Commander, was not qualified to command the Corps Commander of the 15th Corps. This required Northeast Military Region Commander Pu Guanshui to be responsible for the adjustment of this matter. However, Pu Guanshui was not in the Northeast at this time. A few days ago, Mu Husan had already sent a carefully worded telegram to Pu Guanshui. After proposing his own suggestions, he still tactfully requested Pu Guanshui to sit in command at the front line. Until now, no reply telegram had been received.

The comrades in the 18th Corps Headquarters had high morale for war at this time. Even without receiving orders from the Military Region, the comrades were still making various preparations. It was impossible for the 18th Corps alone to implement besieging a point to strike reinforcements, so the operational plan of the 18th Corps was to wave the army south after the 14th Corps took over the encirclement constructed by the 18th Corps. Of course, it would be best if the 15th Corps assisted in going south together.

However, Pu Guanshui didn't let Mu Husan wait long. Just the day after Wang Yongjiang arrived in Anshan, Pu Guanshui's military order arrived in Anshan, agreeing to Mu Husan's operational suggestion. Moreover, Pu Guanshui also informed Mu Husan that the headquarters of the Northeast Military Region would transfer to the Panjin area in the shortest time.

Receiving this news, the morale of the entire 18th Corps was boosted. As long as the Military Region Headquarters could transfer to the Northeast, troop coordination work would be guaranteed. Although Japan's sudden action disrupted the strategy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to a certain extent, relying on the hard fighting of the 18th Corps, in the winter that could originally only be spent waiting, the process of the Northeast campaign was being pushed forward step by step by the 18th Corps.

But the Japanese army seemed to have telepathy too. Just when Mu Husan was preparing to order the construction of a blocking line between Dandong and Shenyang, intelligence was suddenly received that the Japanese army in Shenyang began to expel Chinese residents inside Shenyang city in large numbers.

"What do the Japanese want to do? Are they dead set on sticking to the defense?" The staff officer replied unexpectedly. As an invading army, expelling Chinese residents inside the city was also a correct choice when sticking to the defense.

Mu Husan looked at the map with a frown. He pondered for a good while and asked in a rather questioning voice: "Do comrades feel that the Japanese army is about to break out?"

"Break out?" Many comrades felt Mu Husan's words were a bit inconceivable. The Japanese didn't show signs of decline now; instead of breaking out, they might as well wait for reinforcements from Korea.

"It's quite possible that the Japanese want to use Chinese common people to make an issue, for example, sending spies mixed among the common people to go out of the city to inquire about intelligence. We have killed quite a few Japanese spies these days." The Chief of Staff didn't dare to agree with Mu Husan's radical idea either. "Moreover, what benefit is there for the Japanese army to retreat? Possessing the campaign pivot of Shenyang, Japan can at least enliven the situation."

Mu Husan shook his head slightly. "What strategic pivot does the current Shenyang count as? Besides turtling up inside the city, what can the Shenyang Japanese army do? Moreover, how much grain is left in Shenyang city now? According to the intelligence provided by Wang Yongjiang, the grain in Shenyang city is probably about to be finished. If the Japanese commander is smart enough, he will definitely choose to retreat. As long as they retreat to Dandong, this Japanese unit gains comprehensive freedom of action."

"This..." The Chief of Staff still felt he couldn't easily support Mu Husan's view. After all, this didn't conform to too many conventional ideas. Sudden withdrawal in the dead of winter was a big taboo. But the Chief of Staff couldn't oppose it either. After all, if the Japanese army didn't retreat, it would be most beneficial to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army instead, having ample space to use various strategies. If the Japanese army retreated to Andong, then the Japanese army could first place its main force on the Liaodong Peninsula. They could even take actions to counter-cut the southern transportation lines of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

All these ideas were built on something the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't grasp: what exactly happened in Japan domestically. It was still Japan domestically that could mobilize Japanese military actions, just as it was the Central Committee that could ultimately decide the actions of the 18th Corps.

Changes did occur in Japan domestically. Since Yamagata Aritomo's disciple Katsura Taro passed away, dog-eat-dog struggles began inside the Army Ministry. Who could truly wield the great power of the Army Ministry became an important matter. Of course, an equally important matter was how to let Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo pass the strategic plan dominated by the Army Ministry as soon as possible when he expressed agreement to the war. At such a time, Yamagata Aritomo, the true overlord of the Army Ministry, stood out semi-publicly again.

Of course, the old man Yamagata Aritomo was very excited. He felt he finally had the opportunity to fulfill his wish from twenty years ago.

After the outbreak of the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894, Yamagata, as an Army elder, was extremely excited. He personally went to the battle wielding a sword, serving as the Commander of the First Army, commanding the Japanese army to defeat the Qing army, capture Pyongyang, and then lead the army across the Yalu River into Chinese territory, capturing Jiuliancheng and Dandong in succession. Because the Japanese army succeeded repeatedly and the Qing army retreated in defeat again and again, Yamagata became more and more excited as he fought, even planning to kill his way into the Chinese interior to fight a decisive battle with the main force of the Qing army, completely disregarding supply issues and possible intervention by Western powers. He proposed the "Three Strategies for Conquering Qing" to the Imperial General Headquarters, strongly advocating winter operations: 1. Land again from the sea route to Shanhaiguan for combat, establish a base to conduct operations in Zhili; 2. March towards Lushun, move the supply base to an ice-free port; 3. Advance north immediately, capture Fengtian. In the "Three Strategies for Conquering Qing," Yamagata proposed pressing Beijing and Tianjin in the south and raiding Fengtian in the north, opening two battlefields at the same time, once again displaying the military adventurism of Japanese militarism.

Prime Minister Ito Hirobumi considered factors such as the inconvenience of Japanese landing in winter and intervention by Western powers, and did not agree with Yamagata Aritomo's rash advance proposal. Also, if the battle line was stretched too long in winter, supply would inevitably be difficult. It was better to take the opportunity to attack the Beiyang Fleet naval port in Weihaiwei, Shandong, and attack Taiwan in the south as the best policy. Finally, the Imperial General Headquarters adopted Ito's suggestion, vetoed Yamagata's rash advance proposal, and ordered Yamagata Aritomo's First Army to stand by for the whole winter to wait for spring to launch an offensive again. But Yamagata flagrantly acted arbitrarily, defied the instructions of the Imperial General Headquarters, and privately ordered the Katsura Taro Division to attack Haicheng. It encountered courageous resistance from the Haicheng Qing army and fell into a quagmire, while Japan domestically had no sufficient troops to support Haicheng anymore. So the Imperial General Headquarters decided to dismiss Yamagata from the post of Commander of the First Army. But Kawakami Soroku and others worried that if Yamagata was dismissed publicly, he would inevitably commit seppuku to preserve the face of a warrior, so they suggested Prime Minister Ito meet Emperor Meiji to recall Yamagata in the name of "returning home to recuperate."

So Emperor Meiji personally wrote the recall edict. Although Yamagata claimed his illness had healed, the Son of Heaven's order had been issued and he was helpless, having to take a ship back to the country. Before leaving, he wrote the following poem to the two division commanders Nozu Michitsura and Katsura Taro:

"Wrapped in horsehide, I expect no return; how can I return in vain when the expedition is not half done? Helpless that the Son of Heaven summons so urgently; tears soak my clothes before bidding farewell at the battlefront!"

With the old Field Marshal coming out to give orders, the juniors in the Army Ministry naturally didn't dare to act rashly and engage in infighting anymore. Yamagata Aritomo still insisted on the idea of winter operations. But this time he was not prepared to insist on the plan of fighting on two fronts anymore. The old man could be considered to have foresight; he had already seen clearly that because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly exited the pass, Japan's strategic concept was disrupted.

As the saying goes, the bystander sees clearly. Yamagata Aritomo knew very clearly that Katsura Taro's initial strategic concept actually completely inherited Yamagata Aritomo's plan from twenty years ago, which was one route sending troops out of Shenyang, and one route going south to attack Shanhaiguan. However, lacking the cooperation of the navy, plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly going north, the Army Ministry fell into chaos. They were also constantly trying to adjust deployment to complete the initial concept. But trapped by the problem of insufficient troops, the Army Ministry's adjustments led to a more passive situation instead.

So Yamagata Aritomo's view was that in the current situation, Japan should contract its forces and go south with full strength to cut off the rear route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. If such strategic adjustment could be completed, then the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which once held the initiative on the battlefield, would have to follow Japan's pace.

Since there was this plan, Fengtian became not only not a necessary strategic point, but a burden instead. Facing the trembling questions of the juniors in the Army Ministry regarding the Fengtian issue, the old man Yamagata Aritomo asked back: "If we give up Fengtian, what do you gentlemen think the People's Party will do?"

"Definitely go all out to seize Fengtian." The officers of the Army Ministry still had this minimum military common sense.

Yamagata Aritomo sneered: "Since the People's Party wants to seize Fengtian now, they definitely still want to continue to seize Changchun and other places. When their forces move north, our forces gathered in Andong can suddenly go south. At that time, an opportunity for the People's Party forces to gather will appear in the Shanhaiguan area. We possess an advantage in the navy; that will be the opportunity to fully utilize it."

After saying this, Yamagata Aritomo sneered again. "If Katsura-kun could have adjusted the troop deployment like this when he first encountered the People's Party's attack, he definitely wouldn't have encountered the current situation. He just wanted to complete the initial plan too much; that's why he fell into passivity!"

"Eh?" The army officers didn't expect the old man Yamagata Aritomo to actually have such sharp strategic vision. And recalling it now, Yamagata Aritomo wasn't wrong. Katsura Taro and the Army Ministry both made this mistake, trying to complete that plan to occupy the entire Northeast at the minimum cost regardless of everything.

Using the strategic backbone provided by Yamagata Aritomo, the Army Ministry conducted several discussions. They found that doing so was really the best choice. Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had strong combat effectiveness, they faced a quite unfavorable situation, that is, the logistical line was too singular. Theoretically, the People's Party could still implement supply through Mongolia. But now the Inner and Outer Mongolia regions were in the hands of Beiyang, so the theoretical supply line had no feasibility in practice. The vital passage out of the pass was within the attack range of the Japanese Navy. As long as the People's Party was forced to concentrate forces to go north, the Japanese Navy, which had been unable to exert its strength, would have the opportunity to massacre the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on a large scale.

After discussion, the Army Ministry quickly passed the new strategic plan. And this plan was also passed in the Cabinet.

The defenders of Fengtian naturally welcomed this extremely. They could be said to be unspeakably miserable during this time. Being trapped in a Chinese city was not enjoyment, especially when enemies with strong combat effectiveness were entrenched outside the city. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't stop at all in winter, but used the weather to constantly compress the Japanese periphery. Plus the grain supply inside Shenyang city was also very problematic. During the Yuan Shikai period, to fight the People's Party, it could be said that all stored grain was used up. The Northeast was a grain-producing area. In the period of high grain prices, not only was the civilian grain in Hebei bought up, but the situation in the Northeast wasn't much better either. City grain reserves also reached extremely low levels. So the current Japanese grain also reached the limit. If they persisted for another two months until the ice melted and snow thwarted, the Japanese troops would probably be too hungry to fight.

The commander of the 19th Division had long wanted to retreat, suffering from not daring to do so. Now with the order, he also acted boldly. If they retreated directly, it would be too conspicuous. Marching more than two hundred li in winter was a quite difficult thing, so he first expelled the common people in Fengtian city out of the city, creating the illusion that the Japanese army was saving grain for long-term defense.

Then, the Japanese army ordered the current "Fengtian Military Governor" Tang Yulin to send troops to take over Fengtian's defense. Tang Yulin felt very incomprehensible about this. What kind of crooked ways were the Japanese playing in this dead of winter?

The 19th Division Commander called Tang Yulin to his headquarters. "Governor Tang, I heard you have opinions on our recent military adjustments?"

Tang Yulin dared not deny it at all. Although the other party was only a division commander, and Tang Yulin was the "Fengtian Military Governor," Tang Yulin dared not offend this Japanese overlord. Moreover, hearing the 19th Division Commander call him Governor, Tang Yulin felt very happy. He hurriedly smiled apologetically: "I will definitely do my duty well. But I hope the Imperial Army can give some guidance. I am a rough man, really not good at this marching and fighting."

"Governor Tang, we are preparing to attack," the 19th Division Commander explained. Having made the posture that the Japanese army was preparing to defend Fengtian firmly, and spreading the rumor that the Japanese army wanted to defend firmly. The People's Party was said to pay great attention to the lives of common people. After expelling Fengtian common people on a large scale, the People's Party would have to appear. Then the Japanese army could move out comprehensively to strike these People's Party troops. Moreover, the Japanese army could also take the opportunity to attack several strongholds of the People's Party.

Tang Yulin actually really didn't understand fighting. Listening to the 19th Division Commander's explanation, he felt it made quite some sense. But Tang Yulin didn't think of one thing: actually, the positions of many main forces of the People's Party were not secrets now. If Japan really decided to strike the People's Party, why not send troops directly?
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Tang Yulin soon received "heavy responsibilities" from the Japanese. As the Fengtian Military Governor who had been a figurehead for a time, he first received the authority of the Garrison Commander, at least controlling the guard duties of two of Fengtian's city gates. This could be considered a lucrative post; guarding the city gates meant one could collect gate taxes. More importantly, guarding the city gates meant receiving great trust. A day later, Tang Yulin's troops were given the task of guarding the city walls. This new responsibility did not make Tang Yulin's subordinates happy. Collecting money at the city gate was one thing, but standing on the city wall in the dead of winter being blown by the knife-like cold wind was certainly not as comfortable as hiding indoors roasting by a fire. However, these Northeast Army soldiers dared not complain about the Japanese. The Japanese were very fierce towards the Northeast Army, and would beat them if they found them unsightly.

The Japanese army currently had no time to supervise the Northeast Army's duty. They were all intensively making war preparations. The news circulating inside Fengtian City was that the Japanese army was going to launch a punitive offensive against the surrounding People's Party. Therefore, posts that had once been held in the hands of the Japanese army were successively transferred to the hands of Tang Yulin's subordinates.

"Brother, why does it look to me like the Japanese are about to run?" a subordinate of Tang Yulin asked at a banquet.

Tang Yulin had set up a banquet to treat everyone because the Japanese had promised Tang Yulin that after the beginning of spring, they would let Tang Yulin control the tax revenue of Fengtian Province. Hearing such insensitive words, Tang Yulin couldn't help but change his expression. If the Japanese were really going to run, wouldn't the status and benefits Tang Yulin had managed to exchange for defecting to the Japanese be completely lost?

Before Tang Yulin, whose face had darkened, could speak, others had already started scolding the speaker. "What nonsense are you talking about? Did you drink too much?"

Seeing everyone looking at him with dissatisfied gazes, the speaker hurriedly accompanied them with a smile and said, "I must have drunk too much and thought wrong. If the Japanese don't move out in full force, I'm afraid they aren't the People's Party's match either."

These words were also not what the people attending the banquet liked to hear. Before the snow fell, the People's Party had released a large number of Japanese prisoners. Although the Japanese had blocked the news, there were thousands of wounded after all; they couldn't truly cover up the sky with one hand by themselves. Tang Yulin's subordinates were not completely ignorant of the overall situation.

Tang Yulin looked around at the brothers who had come to eat. Everyone was of bandit origin and were long-time acquaintances. Just looking at their expressions, Tang Yulin felt extremely disappointed. Since they were of bandit origin, there was naturally no life-and-death friendship to speak of. Moreover, more than half of the people here had originally followed Zhang Zuolin, and only because they didn't have time to escape when Japan attacked Fengtian City, were they forced to defect to Tang Yulin after being captured. Tang Yulin could already see that at least half of these guys actually didn't have high hopes for the Japanese. It was just that no one dared to speak the truth directly like that person just now.

"Brothers, I actually don't rely on the Japanese now, I rely on my own brothers. There's no need for us to hide anything amongst ourselves, just say whatever you have to say," Tang Yulin said to this group of people.

However, this group of people did not say anything else that would make Tang Yulin unhappy, including the person from the beginning.

"We follow Big Brother Tang!"

"Big Brother Tang, can you still not trust us?"

...

Waves of such words expressing loyalty continued endlessly. Just listening to these words, it really looked like they were united in sincerity. But Tang Yulin didn't believe it at all. He was actually quite uneasy in his heart. As a bandit, even if he didn't understand strategy, his long experience in the bandit life made Tang Yulin very clear that if a force was consistently beaten by another force in the short term, then the best method for the beaten force was not to rise up and counterattack, but to slip away quickly.

But of the two forces before his eyes, one was the newly arrived People's Party, and the other was the Japanese who had been majestic in the Northeast for over a dozen years. No matter how Tang Yulin's common sense "hinted" that the Japanese were probably in trouble, Tang Yulin couldn't bring himself to believe that the Japanese would fail completely so quickly.

Not daring to be certain of Japan's failure in his heart, aside from this "blind obedience" under the accumulated might of Japan, from every other angle, Tang Yulin could not truly believe that the Japanese could win. The mood Tang Yulin originally had to win people over through promising official posts and making wishes was completely gone. He just pretended to be happy and drank for a while longer, and the banquet ended without result.

The Japanese did not break their promise. The various authorities originally promised to Tang Yulin were soon handed over to him. No delays, no duplicity; Tang Yulin quickly became the true ruler of Fengtian City.

On February 28, 1916, under gloomy weather, the Japanese army moved out of Fengtian City in large numbers to head south, in the name of suppressing the People's Party.

"Military Governor Tang, this Fengtian City is handed over to you," the commander of the 19th Division said earnestly.

Tang Yulin bowed and scraped, saying, "Yes! I will definitely guard this Fengtian City well."

Watching the large Japanese units marching mightily south across a stretch of pure white snow, even though Tang Yulin knew the Japanese were really leaving Fengtian City behind, he still couldn't connect the Japanese army's departure with the word "fleeing."

Before the figures of the Japanese rear guard had completely disappeared from Tang Yulin's binoculars on the Fengtian city wall, the troops guarding the north of the city suddenly sent someone over. The communications officer seemed to have been frightened quite badly. The top of the city wall was slippery, and he ran too fast to stop his feet, falling directly to the ground, and sliding and rolling right to Tang Yulin's feet. "Military Governor Tang, bad news! Many People's Party people have appeared in the north of the city!"

"What?" Tang Yulin was greatly shocked. "How many people came?"

"Countless. Anyway, the north of the city is full of enemies, I can't see clearly either." Just as the communications officer finished speaking, the sound of guns and cannons firing in unison could already be heard from the direction of the north of the city.

"Quickly send someone to invite the Japanese back!" Tang Yulin actually felt quite excited. The Japanese were going to fight the People's Party, and now the Japanese didn't even need to make a move; the People's Party had delivered themselves to the door.

However, the situation did not develop as Tang Yulin had imagined. The Japanese army should have been able to hear the sound of guns and cannons from Fengtian City. But the Japanese rear guard did not turn back immediately, but continued forward as if they hadn't heard anything. Every few minutes, Tang Yulin raised his binoculars to look at the Japanese rear guard, and then watched helplessly as the Japanese figures disappeared into the binoculars.

"Quick..., quick..., quickly send someone to call the Japanese back!" Not knowing if his body was cold or his heart was cold, Tang Yulin finally shouted with trembling lips.

Just as Tang Yulin's voice fell, someone on the inner side of the city wall shouted, "Big Brother Tang, Big Brother Tang!" Accompanied by the shouting, a person wearing a Beiyang Army officer's uniform scrambled up the city wall. "Big Brother Tang, bad news! The People's Party has already attacked the east of the city! Quickly send people over!"

Tang Yulin was completely stunned. He grabbed the officer who came to report the news and shouted sternly, "What exactly is going on?"

"The People's Party attacked the east of the city!" That person was the one who had thrown cold water on Tang Yulin at the banquet two days ago. His face was pale, looking like he was frightened badly.

Fengtian was also a big city. Even if the city wall was lost, the attacking People's Party couldn't conquer the entire Fengtian in a short while. However, the sound of guns and cannons was getting closer and denser.

Tang Yulin did try to mobilize troops to resist a bit, but no one expected the People's Party to choose this time to attack Fengtian City. Most of the troops and civil and military officials had scattered first after sending off the Japanese, and now many had not returned to their office locations. In the panic, the people who should be found couldn't be found at all.

After another hour or so, the seven or eight cavalrymen who went to chase the Japanese finally ran back. "Military Governor Tang, Military Governor Tang! The Japanese don't believe us, they said we are lying to them. So they won't turn back at all!"

"What exactly did you say to the Japanese?" Tang Yulin asked in panic.

"We said the People's Party is attacking, this gunfire is already denser than setting off firecrackers..."

Tang Yulin waved his hand to stop those brothers' words. "Could you hear the gunfire where the Japanese were?"

"Not too clearly, but we could still hear it. The sound of cannons was much clearer." The Northeast Army soldiers who went to invite the Japanese back hurriedly answered.

"Fuck his mother!" Tang Yulin shouted, his body teetering. Fortunately, several brothers beside him hurriedly reached out to support him, otherwise Tang Yulin would have fallen to the ground. Supporting himself on the city wall, he gasped for several large mouthfuls of air. The cold winter air finally restored the function of Tang Yulin's lungs. The matter at this point couldn't be clearer: the Japanese had really run away. Not only did they run away, but the Japanese also used Fengtian and Tang Yulin's troops as bait. Tang Yulin knew he was still quite lucky; at least he had the chance to understand the matter clearly. If the People's Party had attacked half a day later, Tang Yulin would have really dared to foolishly defend Fengtian to the death.

After thinking this through, Tang Yulin scanned the group of subordinates in front of him, and a calculation immediately formed in his heart. The Japanese had let him be bait, so Tang Yulin absolutely couldn't let others know about this. He first ordered the few people on the city wall who knew the situation to follow him back into the city to "restore command."

After controlling the few insiders, Tang Yulin ordered his subordinate troops to set up defense lines in several blocks of Fengtian. Tang Yulin didn't have much confidence in these defense lines either. No one knew if relying on those people could stop the People's Party. Tang Yulin had the people below pass down the order, "We can't beat the Japanese, but the People's Party are all Chinese, what do we have to be afraid of? Let the brothers fight well, as long as you can hold until noon, everyone gets five silver dollars!" With such a reward, the Northeast Army's morale was at least somewhat boosted.

Having arranged these things, Tang Yulin immediately took the insiders and his personal entourage and rushed into the city. Those who saw where Tang Yulin was going naturally felt very at ease. Tang Yulin shouted that he was going to "restore command"; if he wanted to restore command, he could only go inside the city. The Northeast Army on the city wall naturally couldn't see that the direction Tang Yulin was going was his current official residence, the "Fengtian Military Governor's Manor."

Amidst the sound of guns and cannons filling the city, Tang Yulin took a group of people and rushed into his home. As soon as he entered the door, he immediately had his family pack up valuable things. Tang Yulin's family had long been frightened into a panic by the sound of guns and cannons, and hearing Tang Yulin shout like this, someone immediately started packing up various valuable properties.

Tang Yulin thought that various items could be packed up very quickly, but he didn't expect that after being busy for a good while, the family actually hadn't packed out a clue. He saw big bags and small bags, big boxes and small boxes of things being moved back and forth, and there were even a few boxes that five or six people couldn't lift. Seeing those boxes, Tang Yulin remembered that those were the things he used to store silver dollars. He thought viciously, "If I had known earlier, I would have made a few cellars to bury these silver dollars!"

The direction of the gunfire outside was constantly moving. Originally it was the north of the city, later it was the east of the city, and now it had already reached the west of the city. Relying on experience, Tang Yulin already knew that danger was constantly approaching, but catching sight of the wealth he had used all kinds of methods to obtain, no matter how anxious Tang Yulin was in his heart, he still couldn't help but gesticulate and scold his wives, "Don't take this! Take that!"

However, Tang Yulin was of experienced bandit origin after all. After just making a noise for a while, he knew things were wrong. He no longer gesticulated, but tucked a heavy small box under his arm and took two personal guards walking towards the inside. Bypassing the others, the three went straight to the back door, opened it, and slipped out.

"Big Brother, we're ignoring the people inside here?" A personal guard walked a few steps, then remembered the big and small boxes of things inside, and couldn't help but ask.

"At a time like this, how can we care about so much, leave quickly," Tang Yulin said.

"Where are we going?" The personal guard still didn't immediately understand.

"Leave this place of trouble, Fengtian, quickly; we'll talk about future matters later!" Tang Yulin said while hurrying forward. At this time, every household in Fengtian City had closed their doors and locked them. The roads were empty of people. It was just that with many pedestrians walking on the street, the snow had been stepped on until it was solid. Tang Yulin walked while talking with the heavy small box tucked under his arm. Accidentally, he slipped, staggered, and the small box flew out of his hand. After landing on the ground, the box lid was thrown open, and a pile of gold bars tumbled out with a crashing sound.

The two personal guards had never seen so many heavy yellow gold bars and were stunned for a moment. Tang Yulin hurriedly pounced over to stuff the gold bars into the box. Just as he gathered them up, he heard a sound of footsteps coming from ahead. Looking up, he saw his old acquaintance Wang Yongjiang appearing in front of Tang Yulin with a squad of soldiers.

"Oh! Tang Dahu, looks like you're doing a great job as the Fengtian Military Governor!" Wang Yongjiang said with a sneer. With a crashing sound of guns being raised, the soldiers behind Wang Yongjiang had already aimed their gun muzzles at Tang Yulin and the two personal guards behind him.

Tang Yulin was originally squatting on the ground. Now seeing the situation was wrong, he knelt down to Wang Yongjiang with the momentum. "Brother Wang! Brother Wang! For the sake of our past acquaintance, I beg you to give me a way out. These..., these gold bars are all for you, all for you!"

Seeing Tang Yulin still behaving like this even now, Wang Yongjiang couldn't help but sneer. "Tang Dahu, I thought that after you defected to the Japanese and hung up the title of Fengtian Military Governor, you would be somewhat different from before. I didn't expect that you, a thief to the bone, haven't changed a bit. Still so despicable!"

Too lazy to continue saying anything more to Tang Yulin, Wang Yongjiang waved his hand. "Arrest him!"

The battle to attack Fengtian started quickly and ended even faster. Tang Yulin's troops were originally a collection of bandits with nowhere else to go. Without the Japanese maintaining order, Tang Yulin had no way to truly bring these people together. Facing the surprise attack of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these people collapsed at the first touch. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army seized Shenyang in less than a day.

Wang Yongjiang had originally been assigned the job of a "liaison officer." When he learned that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was "feigning an attack" on Fengtian, he still felt there wouldn't be any substantive progress. He never expected the Japanese to leave so decisively, and Tang Yulin's resistance to be so negligible. The Northeast Army's scattered resistance collapsed immediately under light machine gun fire. The time and energy the troops spent capturing prisoners far exceeded the battle itself. Wang Yongjiang simply took people straight to the Fengtian Military Governor's Manor, and unexpectedly caught Tang Yulin directly.

Even Tang Yulin, the nominal supreme commander of Fengtian, had been caught, so the others were not even worth mentioning. Wang Yongjiang mistakenly admired the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's decisiveness in turning the feint attack into an offensive based on the changing situation. At the same time, Wang Yongjiang, a Northeasterner, also felt extremely ashamed of the bandit nature exposed by the Northeast Army.

When the siege of Shenyang basically ended, Wang Yongjiang wanted to find Mu Husan to discuss matters after taking over Shenyang, but unexpectedly Mu Husan was not in the city at all. No matter how Wang Yongjiang asked where Mu Husan was, the comrades in the troops all answered with the three words "I don't know."
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On the afternoon of February 22, 1916, four reconnaissance planes flew in formation across the sky. It was obviously going to snow; the clouds were very low, and the reconnaissance planes dared not fly too high. The Northeast Air Force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had paid a painful price for wing, fuselage, and even propeller icing caused by entering the clouds.

The comrades performing the mission now were the elites of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Air Force. Just seeing the general situation on the ground from the air made their expressions solemn. The Air Force pilots all came from the Army and were no strangers to land warfare. Just looking at the distribution of those black dots on the ground and their orderly direction of movement, the comrades of the reconnaissance unit understood that these Japanese troops in black uniforms were by no means a disorderly mob. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army rarely encountered enemies who truly dared to fight, and the Japanese army was undoubtedly different from previous opponents. Moreover, the momentum of the Japanese army moving in the snow also looked very unusual.

After a simple observation, the Air Force began to land at the temporary airfield. It wasn't that the Air Force comrades were afraid of death, but the Air Force in the Northeast Military Region simply could not afford any meaningless losses at the moment. The number of aircraft the Air Force had brought into the Northeast was extremely limited. constrained by fuel, parts, and maintenance, plus aircraft crashes caused by the severe cold weather in the Northeast, the four-plane formation cruise reconnaissance flight was already the maximum scale of daily cruise reconnaissance that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could maintain in the Northeast.

On the map at the 18th Army headquarters, the situation of both the enemy and friendly forces was marked very clearly. The Japanese army launched attacks from the northwest and southeast directions against the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 18th Army, which was sandwiched in the middle. The map marked a broader war situation. After capturing Shenyang, the 14th Army left two divisions as a reserve, while the other two divisions prepared to move south. The 15th Army set out eastward from the Panjin area, and the 16th Army took over the vast defense zone of the 15th Army and assumed the arduous logistics work.

If the Japanese 19th Division retreating from Shenyang and the reinforcement troops coming from Korea formed a pincer attack on the 18th Army on the battlefield, the four armies of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entering the Northeast would constitute an encirclement of the Japanese army.

Mu Husan, the commander of the 18th Army who had just been promoted to commander of the Fourth Field Army Group, said: "Let's confirm the campaign issue one last time. Our army's campaign goal is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength. Since the Japanese army is willing to commit a large amount of troops to fight us, then we will completely annihilate the Japanese army here!"

The battlefield set by the 18th Army was on a plain south of Benxihu (Benxi City). The Japanese retreat route followed the railway. Whether it was the Japanese troops moving south or the Japanese reinforcements moving north, this was an area they could not bypass. The reconnaissance cavalry of the Japanese north and south routes had appeared near the defense line set up by the 18th Army many times, and their frequency of activity had significantly increased in the past day or so. The 18th Army judged that the Japanese army also prepared to fight here.

Liu Guange, the Chief of Staff of the Army Group, said to the regimental-level cadres of the whole army participating in the pre-war meeting: "If we can hold the Japanese army for two days, the northern route Japanese army will fall into our pincer attack from front and rear. Therefore, the Japanese army is very likely to adopt a detour method. Of course, the fastest and most effective way for the Japanese army is to annihilate us." The Chief of Staff never cared about saying unlucky words, and he didn't even consider the issue of taboos at all, "So all units must strictly guard their positions. The position stands as long as the man stands! We must never let the Japanese army break through our positions."

All regimental-level cadres of the army attended the last meeting before the war. Everyone had done their best in the preparations they should do. This meeting was not so much a military deployment as it was a final confirmation of combat requirements to everyone.

The Chief of Staff continued to introduce the situation, "As long as we persist for two days, at most two days, the Japanese army's situation will become extremely terrible. If we persist for three days, the 15th Army may cut off the Japanese army's rear route, and the battle results at that time will be more than just one Japanese 19th Division."

A division commander said: "Our single army has to face the pincer attack of about three enemy divisions. Is this information correct?"

"Yes, our current troop strength is less than 20,000. The Japanese reinforcement troops moving north, as well as the troops behind, are about more than one division. If we fight for two days and two nights, and the enemy mobilizes all their forces, we will face the 50,000 troops of three Japanese divisions. However, looking at it now, it is unlikely that the Japanese army will have more troops; they do not have enough time to mobilize."

The defending side naturally has various advantages. After Mu Husan saw the possibility of the Japanese retreat, he overruled all dissenting opinions and mobilized the 18th Army to move, cutting off the enemy's retreat route less than two days in advance. With tools and experience, the construction of the ice and snow defense system was quite fast, and the troops finally didn't have to fight lying on the snow. So facing the enemy's attack, no commander was too worried. Even if the action was hasty, at least the comrades could sleep in the relatively simple ice and snow camp.

At this time, there was nothing more to say. Everyone knew that a bloody battle was inevitable. The meeting time was not long, and the commanders and political commissars of each unit hurried back to make the final position preparations.

Liu Guange looked at Mu Husan who was staring at the map in the empty headquarters. Because the preparations were hasty, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied various advantages, the position was still not strong enough, and the depth of the position was less than 5 kilometers. Japanese artillery with a slightly larger caliber could penetrate the entire position with one shot. Moreover, Mu Husan, such a young army commander, had received the order to become the commander of the Fourth Field Army only a day or so ago. Liu Guange really had no confidence in coordinating other units. He couldn't help but ask: "Commander, can the other troops make it?"

"Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strategic thought is to annihilate the enemy's effective strength, so we must believe that the comrades can understand and execute the current deployment!" Mu Husan replied without looking back.

Liu Guange could not respond to this. At this time, any adjustment of deployment was an impossible task. Turning around and walking out of the tent, Liu Guange prepared to check the logistics deployment one last time. He had fought wars for so many years, and this was the first time the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was in a state of being completely surrounded by the enemy. Although it was less than five o'clock in the afternoon, it looked as dark as night outside. Just after looking around at the barracks that looked like big steamed buns, Liu Guange felt cold in several places on his face. He looked up and felt that it was snowing.

The division commander of the 19th Division frowned and looked at the map. The biggest enemy of long-distance marching in the Northeast in winter is actually the weather. He thought that no one would be stupid enough to set up positions in the ice and snow in this dead of winter, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army opposite clearly did not belong to the category of normal guys. If the 20th Division hadn't been completely annihilated by the 18th Army opposite, the commander of the 19th Division would very much like to think that the commander of the 18th Army was a fool, and the Chinese soldiers of the 18th Army were slave-like soldiers.

The 19th Division originally intended to suddenly abandon Fengtian, withdraw all the way to Andong, and then march south from Andong. First determine the situation of the Liaodong Peninsula, and then attack the Panjin area in the spring. So the Japanese army let the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army capture Fengtian without any reaction. However, this approach might have fulfilled the old Chinese saying "cleverness may overreach itself". The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army clearly did not act according to the Japanese army's ideas. Looking at the current situation, the Chinese army was determined to annihilate the 19th Division. And the 19th Division's abandonment of the Fengtian action instead put them in a difficult situation with interception in front and pursuers behind.

Thinking of this, the 19th Division commander asked: "We can't see the enemy on the position, what is going on?"

The commander of the reconnaissance unit answered somewhat tremblingly: "They are wearing very strange clothes, which are hard to see clearly in the snow. Although we can see enemies moving, it is difficult to determine the enemy's number and deployment."

Hearing such "irresponsible" words, the 19th Division commander waved his hand, "Go down!"

The Chief of Staff couldn't help but ask: "Division Commander, should we launch a night attack?" The Japanese army's black military uniforms actually had some advantages in night combat.

The division commander considered for a moment before answering: "Rest first. The troops have marched a long distance and their physical consumption is great."

"But the troops coming to meet us want us to attack first. In this case, we might as well attack frontally in one go. This way they can also determine the direction of support." The Chief of Staff still insisted on his own point of view.

"I said, the troops need rest!" The division commander said somewhat angrily. It wasn't that he didn't know the benefits of a night attack. Launching a night attack on such a snowy night would be easier to succeed in the early stages. But the enemy opposite was not the Northeast Army, nor the Qing Army. An attack on a snowy night could only lead to a chaotic battle, and the Japanese army might lose command earlier than the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At least for now, this was not the best choice.

"Then we can't let the enemy just stay there like this, right?" The 19th Division Chief of Staff still had his own ideas.

"What the troops need now is rest!" The 19th Division commander became somewhat angry. Logically speaking, he should be the one advocating for war, while the Chief of Staff should emphasize the preparation work of the troops. But the division commander considered the fatigue brought by the Japanese army's long march, while the Chief of Staff had no such awareness, which was really a very abnormal thing.

The Chief of Staff finally couldn't help but lower his voice and said: "Because of the hasty march, our army lacks tents..."

"Baka!" The division commander finally understood why the Chief of Staff said this. It turned out that this incompetent guy actually hadn't prepared the logistics supplies. Glaring at the Chief of Staff, the division commander finally endured it. He knew very well that the Japanese army did not consider the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's reaction to be so agile. In the original plan, by this time, the 19th Division should have boarded the train coming from the direction of Andong, and then returned comfortably to the Andong stronghold. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had torn many gaps in the railway, and the possibility of taking the train had completely ceased to exist.

"Then go to Benxihu first and borrow some quilts from the Chinese." The division commander said almost through gritted teeth, "The troops really can't fight now!"

"Hai!" The Chief of Staff lowered his head and said. This was also the best method under the compelled circumstances.

Before the Chief of Staff could take action, the 19th Division commander said: "Let the Miyazaki Brigade rest first, and distribute the warm clothing of other troops to them as much as possible."

"Hai!" The Chief of Staff could only answer this way.

Gao Yucheng was now an ordinary soldier in the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Four months ago, he was a small squad leader in the Northeast Army. After being captured in Panjin, Gao Yucheng saw with his own eyes the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army executing Japanese people on a large scale, and he immediately chose to join the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In these years, the best way to survive was to follow the strong.

However, after joining the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Gao Yucheng gradually began to suspect whether his choice was correct. The biggest benefit of being a soldier was the ability to loot reasonably, but in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, anyone who dared to loot the common people faced inevitable death. It wasn't that there were no former Northeast Army officers and soldiers who defected to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but those guys who thought the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were just simple propaganda had now all been shot at public trial rallies in front of the common people they had looted.

The only thing that surprised Gao Yucheng was that officers in the Northeast Army only used orders to send soldiers to charge. Even a small squad leader could order his ten soldiers to charge forward. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, when fighting, soldiers only needed to follow commanders at all levels to charge forward. So as a soldier, Gao Yucheng did not encounter greater danger than others, and survived safely like this.

However, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not the army Gao Yucheng truly hoped for. After becoming a commander, not only were there no distinctive privileges, but the risks and hardships were actually greater. Trying to use flattery and other methods was obviously useless. Gao Yucheng used the set of tricks he learned in the Northeast Army in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which not only had no effect but also met with severe criticism. In the Soldier Committee's election for squad leader, Gao Yucheng didn't even make the shortlist.

But if he didn't stay in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Gao Yucheng had nowhere else to go. He came out to join the army precisely because he didn't like farming. Moreover, putting aside various inconveniences, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was still quite good. No one was beaten or scolded, and there was no deduction of military pay. As for the various equipment of the troops, it was indeed to maximize the guarantee that everyone could fight better. Gao Yucheng felt that this was still a very good choice.

In the early morning of February 23, Gao Yucheng was woken up from the tent by a comrade. Under combat readiness, at least one-third of the troops were on standby at the front line. The snow that had been held back for a long time had been falling flutteringly all night. The ground, which had originally become very slippery due to constant trampling, became suitable for running again. First, according to regulations, everyone rubbed their faces and ears with snow until their bodies began to heat up in the low temperature, and then they hurried to eat. After eating, the troops warmly took over from the comrades on night duty who had been freezing for several hours.

After entering the position, everyone looked carefully at the situation outside the position. The snowy day was very dim during the day, but it was much brighter at night. The sky still had that reddish gloominess, but on the vast white snow, it was easy to see clearly. Gao Yucheng wrapped his overcoat tight and put away his hat and everything. He prepared to shrink behind the snow wall serving as a defense wall and sleep a little longer.

Just at this moment, the whistling of artillery shells suddenly came from the air. "Watch out for shelling!" The commanders did not relax at all, and their shouts rang out on the defensive position.

The Japanese army did not take advantage of the snowy night to launch a sneak attack, but instead launched an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army before dawn.

Regardless of what advantages the organization and tactics adopted by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had, up to now, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could never compare with the Japanese army, or even the Beiyang Army, in the number of large-caliber artillery. The 19th Division moving south was very clear about the situation they faced. They unceremoniously first poured artillery fire on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

All soldiers were wearing thick military uniforms. Gao Yucheng shrank tightly behind the ice and snow wall. He not only turned up his overcoat collar but also wrapped his neck tightly with a scarf. The steel helmet was also firmly buckled on his head which wore a wool hood. Shells exploded violently within the defensive position. Gao Yucheng felt the scattered ice slag knocking out various sounds on the steel helmet like hail. And the cotton overcoat also felt the impact of various small fragments.

The Japanese army opposite seemed to want to fire all their shells in one breath. The sound of artillery rang out without stopping for nearly twenty minutes. The position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army looked like a mess.

As soon as the artillery sound stopped, a sharp whistle sound came from the first line of defense. The short whistle sound represented only one meaning: the enemy was approaching! And very close!

Taking advantage of the cover of the snowy night and the shelling, the Japanese army had unknowingly approached the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Gao Yucheng in the second line of defense suddenly felt his heart tighten as if grabbed by something. The sound of rifles and machine guns rang out fiercely with the silence of the artillery sound.
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As a "liberated warrior" from the Northeast Army, aside from assisting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with some local work, Gao Yucheng had also participated in combat. The ferocity and skill of the Revolutionary Army had astounded him. Therefore, while stationed at the second line of defense, he felt relatively calm. For the Japanese to break through the Revolutionary Army's first line of defense, they would have to pay a tremendous price. By the time the second line was called into action, the battle might very well be over.

Just as the Japanese artillery bombardment ended, intense gunfire erupted from the first line of defense. After a burst of firing, the sound of shooting gradually died down. The sound of bolts being pulled and bullets being loaded rang out continuously across the position. It seemed the enemy's attack had been contained. A few minutes later, however, earth-shattering cries of "Banzai! Banzai!" suddenly erupted from beyond the first line. The sound was like a tsunami crashing against a mountain.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army should have been returning fire fiercely, but the density of the gunfire was far less than before. Instead, shouts of "The bolt is frozen!" rang out constantly. While the Revolutionary Army's fire density dropped, the Japanese fire showed no sign of weakening. Accompanied by the dull thudding characteristic of running on snow, the Japanese shouted "Banzai" and charged right up to the first line of defense.

"Fix bayonets! Charge!" The commanders on the first line shouted one after another. With a clatter of metal, moments later, the sharp clash of bayonets, the screams of soldiers being stabbed, and the angry roars of hand-to-hand combat merged into a single din.

Gao Yucheng peeked out from the second line. Under the dim sky, he vaguely saw the Revolutionary Army soldiers in snow camouflage and the Japanese soldiers in black uniforms already engaged in a massive chaotic melee. Along with the sound of rapid running, Gao Yucheng heard the sharp piercing sound of bugles. That was the charge call for bayonet combat. "Fix bayonets!" the commander beside Gao Yucheng shouted.

It wasn't just one commander shouting; all the commanders near Gao Yucheng were issuing the same order. Gao Yucheng shivered. He had received a tiny bit of bayonet training, but he never expected his first experience of hand-to-hand combat to begin like this. And his opponents were the formidable Japanese soldiers. In that instant, Gao Yucheng felt as if a black fog had suddenly risen before his eyes; the already dim sky now turned almost completely dark.

The news that the Japanese had used an artillery barrage to cover their approach and then launched a bayonet charge against the Revolutionary Army's position quickly reached the 18th Army Headquarters. Army Commander Mu Husan was somewhat surprised. But he immediately understood; there was absolutely nothing wrong with this deployment by the Japanese 19th Division. In the current situation, the 19th Division held no advantage in firepower or defensive positions. Choosing close-quarters combat and bayonet charges was the best option for the Japanese to maximize their combat effectiveness. Not to mention that in snowy weather, bayonet fighting held a significant advantage.

If this were not the Northeast, but North or Central China, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have many ways to make their positions stronger. For example, landmines and various alarm systems. However, the temperatures of twenty or thirty degrees below zero in the Northeast made it extremely difficult for the Revolutionary Army's mines to function in this world of ice and snow. Firstly, they were hard to bury; secondly, the mines carried by the Revolutionary Army were not designed for such extreme cold. With snow several feet deep and the bitter cold, the failure rate of the mines exceeded 80%, so Mu Husan simply didn't order any mines to be laid this time. In the dim snowy weather, it was actually easier for the Japanese to move covertly. When all these factors were put together, it made the Revolutionary Army's plan seem inflexible. Moreover, before the battle, the troops hadn't expected the Japanese to implement close-quarters combat so thoroughly.

"Order the troops to counterattack resolutely! The man remains with the position!" Mu Husan shouted the cold order into the phone.

"Commander, the Japanese devils are putting their lives on the line! With the way things are, I have to lead the troops up there myself. Send reinforcements quickly!" The commander of the 6th Regiment, 2nd Division, yelled into the phone and then hung up.

Putting down the phone, the 6th Regiment Commander listened to the earth-shaking shouts of killing not far away. He shouted, "Guard Company, fix bayonets and follow me!"

The intensity and determination of the Japanese assault were something the regiment commander had not anticipated either. If this weren't the Northeast, setting up a dozen machine guns on the position would have resulted in a bloody massacre of the Japanese. But this was the Northeast. The light machine gun units on the position had fired, but the troops had been fighting for so long that ammunition supply was insufficient. When snowflakes fell on the hot machine guns, they melted; if the ammo supply lagged even slightly, the snow water would freeze into ice, easily jamming the guns.

It wasn't just machine guns; rifles were the same. Once the bolt froze, it couldn't be pulled open. The Japanese seemed to have more combat experience in this regard. They were willing to endure their first wave being mowed down in swathes by the Revolutionary Army's firepower, while the second wave held their fire. They waited until the Revolutionary Army's fire paused, until the cold caused weapon failures that severely impacted shooting, then the second wave of Japanese joined the remnants of the first wave, firing fiercely as they closed in on the Revolutionary Army's defensive positions. After suppressing the Revolutionary Army's fire, the Japanese didn't stop to exchange fire but charged up with bayonets fixed.

Due to insufficient preparation, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was caught off guard. No one expected the Japanese to skip reconnaissance by fire and instead send a large force in a do-or-die assault regardless of casualties. The defensive positions made of ice and snow were built for firefights, and due to the rush, they didn't pose a very effective obstacle against infantry bayonet charges. Not to mention that after the snow fell, the once smooth defensive slopes now offered plenty of footholds.

The regiment commander was from Northern Jiangsu and had joined the army in 1910. He had fought some battles, but he never expected to witness a bayonet fight on a regimental scale. In an age where thermal weapons completely dominated warfare, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was forced into cold weapon hand-to-hand combat in this world of ice and snow.

"Am I going to meet my end here today?" An ominous premonition flashed through the 6th Regiment Commander's mind. But at this moment, the entire 6th Regiment was embroiled in melee combat. The Japanese army's suicidal charge had indeed achieved its goal. The commander had no other choice but to lead his troops to meet the enemy.

The commander arrived just in time. He had just led the Guard Company to the second line of defense when he saw a group of Japanese soldiers breaking through. The leading Japanese soldier was waving a katana, hacking towards a soldier opposite him. The soldier clearly had no will to fight and merely raised his rifle tremblingly to block. The Japanese soldier struck with great force, and because the soldier cowered and his posture was wrong, the blow, combined with a slip of his foot, sent him falling to the ground. The commander cursed "Coward!" in his heart, raised his hand, and with one shot, dropped the Japanese soldier who was raising his katana to finish off the fallen soldier.

"Kill!" The commander waved his pistol and led the Guard Company into the charge.

Gao Yucheng hadn't expected the Japanese to charge so quickly. He had just stood up to rush forward with his comrades when he ran headlong into a large group of enemies. The leading Japanese soldiers weren't using bayonets but were wielding katanas. In this kind of melee, katanas were somewhat more effective than bayonets. Or perhaps it was because the Japanese soldiers wielding them had exquisite swordsmanship; they actually hacked down several Revolutionary Army soldiers in a row, breaking through the line. Because he had been lagging behind, Gao Yucheng ended up being the last line of resistance.

Under the dim sky, visibility was poor to begin with, and with the fear in Gao Yucheng's heart, the darkness before his eyes seemed to thicken. He barely made out the enemy's hacking motion and blocked with his rifle almost instinctively. A massive force transmitted through his arms, and Gao Yucheng's foot slipped, sending him crashing to the ground. Now, the darkness before his eyes became even heavier, and everything around him was practically indistinguishable. The only thing he could see clearly was the silhouette of the Japanese soldier raising his katana again.

"It's over!" Gao Yucheng thought. But in such a situation, he felt as if his body had been immobilized by a spell; he couldn't move at all. Just then, a gunshot rang out, and the Japanese soldier fell in response. Then, Gao Yucheng seemed to hear a roar of "Kill!", and a squad of Revolutionary Army soldiers charged up from behind to join the fray.

Gao Yucheng couldn't determine where the shouts of "Kill" were coming from. The Chinese soldiers shouted "Kill" (Sha), while the Japanese soldiers shouted "Charge" (Totsugeki) or "Die". In this life-and-death struggle, voices were severely distorted, blending into an indescribable noise.

But what they were shouting didn't matter anymore. The clash of bayonets, the impact of rifle butts against barrels, the interspersed gunshots, and even the loud explosions and flashes of hand grenades filled the air. In the gloomy dawn, all Gao Yucheng could make out were figures that were vaguely white and figures that were black, fiercely attacking each other and moving about. People screamed constantly, people fell constantly, but the frontline was like a giant beast devouring humans; no matter how many fell, the space between the first and second lines of defense remained filled with moving figures.

Although his eyes couldn't see clearly, Gao Yucheng could smell the pungent gunpowder smoke and the scent of blood. He could clearly hear the various collisions, gunshots, roars, and screams. He could feel the slight sting of snowflakes hitting his face. But he just couldn't see anything around him clearly. In this terrifying vortex of war, Gao Yucheng suddenly couldn't help but kneel on the ground and weep.

However, this weeping was so insignificant compared to the cacophony filling the battlefield that it couldn't attract anyone's attention at all.

The 19th Division Commander looked solemnly toward the distant south, even though his line of sight couldn't see the actual battlefield. Still, he looked south. He had racked his brains to finalize this attack plan; the Miyazaki Brigade had undertaken the assault mission, engaging the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army through tragic hand-to-hand combat.

The Japanese army had to face a difficult breakout battle. The 19th Division Commander had determined that the Revolutionary Army had deployed a defensive position nearly seven kilometers long and five kilometers wide. Regardless of how this position was constructed—even if it was just piles of snow—attacking it with normal tactics would cause the Japanese terrible losses. The only way to win was to exploit the localized weakness in troop numbers caused by the Revolutionary Army defending such a vast area with relatively few troops.

Having taken in the wounded from the 20th Division, no matter how unhappy he was about it, the 19th Division Commander had to confirm one thing: The Chinese army he was facing was a well-equipped force with superior tactics and tenacious fighting will. There was basically no possibility of defeating them in a standard exchange of thermal weapon fire. The only chance for victory lay in hand-to-hand combat.

Therefore, after deploying feints in several places, the 19th Division Commander threw the Miyazaki Brigade—half the division's strength—at a single point. As long as they could break through this point, the Japanese could capitalize on the momentum to crash into the Revolutionary Army's defensive position and breach it. Then they could link up with the reception forces opposite. If they could achieve this, the split Revolutionary Army would suffer a devastating blow. So, no matter the sacrifice upfront, it was worth it.

The reports coming back so far proved that the tactical tension was very successful; the Japanese had broken into the Revolutionary Army's position as hoped. Now was the climax of the brutal melee. The 19th Division Commander did not believe that the success of such a raid would bring a sweeping victory. If it were that easy, the 20th Division wouldn't have been annihilated by the attacks of this Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Gentlemen! Do your best!" The Division Commander prayed silently in his heart.

"Motherfucker! Just how many Japanese are there!" The regiment commander roared in anger. He had already emptied three magazines and had established preliminary contact with the commanders of three battalions. The 1st Battalion, deployed at the very front, must have been wiped out. At least, no one had seen any commanders from the 1st Battalion.

The three battalions he had contacted had also suffered heavy casualties. Battalion commanders and commissars were all fighting to the death on the front line. The closest one, the 3rd Battalion Commander, Deputy Commander, and Commissar, had all heroically sacrificed themselves. The 3rd Battalion's 1st Company Commander had temporarily taken over command, but the only troops he could direct were the 1st Company and remnants of the 2nd and 3rd Companies; the 4th Company was completely gone. The situation for the 2nd and 4th Battalions was similar.

A rough calculation showed that of the 6th Regiment's 1,800 men, less than half remained. The large group of Japanese that had initially charged over was also basically dead. The troops were rapidly adjusting their deployment, attempting to re-establish defense on the second line.

But the Japanese gave the 6th Regiment no such chance. Opposite them, Japanese soldiers in black uniforms surged over the ground covered in white and black corpses, swarming continuously toward the less than one thousand survivors of the 6th Regiment.

The regiment commander pulled the trigger again at the Japanese charging toward him, but the pistol didn't fire. He pulled it several times, but it still didn't fire. The commander didn't hesitate; he threw the pistol at the Japanese soldier's head. The sky was a bit brighter now; seeing a dark object flying from a distance, the Japanese soldier instinctively dodged to the side. In that split second, a Guard Company soldier positioned further forward lunged and drove his bayonet into the Japanese soldier's chest.

The Guard Company was the last force to launch a counter-charge, and by now, their casualties were over half. Hand-to-hand combat was like this; life and death were decided in less than a minute. Even if you weren't killed by your opponent, heaven knew what kind of enemy might charge from the side. The Guard Company soldier had just pulled his bayonet from the Japanese corpse when he saw more Japanese surging forward, shouting "Banzai! Banzai!" and reaching them in moments.

The regiment commander grabbed a rifle from the ground and shouted to the bugler behind him, "Blow the charge!"

The sharp, piercing bugle call momentarily cut through the shouts of killing on the position, sending a clear signal to charge to the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's 6th Regiment. After less than half an hour of bloody fighting, the soldiers' physical strength was significantly drained. The white mist breathed out from their heavy panting instantly froze in the bitter cold, sticking to their eyebrows and beards, making it look as if they had grown white eyebrows and beards. The Japanese opposite were much the same; although their uniform colors were vastly different, the soldiers of both armies had faces covered in frost.

As the charge bugle sounded, some Revolutionary Army commanders and soldiers tried to fire again, but very few guns could shoot. The Japanese made no such effort at all; they charged over howling with bayonets fixed. Some weren't careful and tripped over the corpses littering the ground, which slowed the Japanese down just a tiny bit.

"Comrades! Take off your greatcoats!" Someone shouted first, but on this highly collectivized battlefield, such a shout had a considerable group effect. Someone took the lead in throwing off their thick greatcoat, and moments later, almost all the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers had thrown off their greatcoats. The cruel and fierce hand-to-hand combat immediately unfolded once more.
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The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Northeast Field Army had the most pieces of clothing among all the units. The innermost layer was naturally thermal underwear, with a layer of wool sweaters and woolen leg and knee warmers in the middle. Outside that was a very thin camouflage snow smock, and the outermost layer was a camouflage cotton greatcoat. They had scarves around their necks, woolen balaclavas and steel helmets on their heads, and woolen gloves and cotton mittens on their hands. On their feet were thick socks, footwraps, and rubber-soled felt-lined snow boots. If not for such thick cold-weather gear, these comrades, who had no idea what thirty-some degrees below zero meant before leaving the pass, would have long been wretchedly tormented by the severe cold.

One of the reasons the Japanese army did not conduct large-scale operations in winter was that they believed the severe cold could greatly weaken the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

After getting used to wearing these heavy winter clothes, the comrades didn't think to take them off even during hand-to-hand combat. Every surviving comrade of the 6th Regiment at this moment had participated in the bayonet fight less than half an hour ago, and many commanders and fighters had various cuts from bayonets on their cotton coats. After shedding the cotton coats, their bodies felt much lighter. Without the thick cotton coats as a degree of protection, the comrades' mood inevitably became even more tragic and heroic.

Located in the center of the battle line was the 3rd Battalion of the 6th Regiment. The current Acting Battalion Commander, Xu Donghai, was the deputy company commander of the 2nd Company. The 4th Company had only seven or eight soldiers left, and the company commanders, political instructors, and deputy company commanders of the 1st to 3rd Companies had all gloriously sacrificed themselves. The 3rd Battalion had nearly five hundred men at full strength, but now all the commanders and fighters added together numbered less than two hundred.

Standing at the head of the formation, Acting Battalion Commander Xu Donghai took two deep breaths. The icy air stimulated his lungs, causing a burst of pain. As a comrade with a "problematic" background in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Xu Donghai was a captured Shaolin Temple warrior monk a few years ago. When the People's Party fought the local tyrants and distributed the land in Henan, the Shaolin Temple, the largest landlord in Songshan, naturally bore the brunt. As personnel making amends for their crimes, the Shaolin warrior monks had to contribute various Shaolin martial arts techniques. During his reformation, Xu Donghai accepted revolutionary concepts and recognized the fact that the Shaolin Temple monks used land to exploit the Songshan commoners. With his experience as a warrior monk, Xu Donghai was famous in the army for his surpassing fighting skills.

Xu Donghai had just picked off at least seven or eight Japanese officers and soldiers. Facing the Japanese soldiers swarming up like a tide, the emotion boiling in Xu Donghai at this moment was not fear, not panic. He was not unaware that he might not be able to survive the coming bayonet fight. More than half of the comrades of the 6th Regiment had already sacrificed themselves in the previous battle. By this point, no one really thought they could avoid death. However, even realizing this, what boiled in Xu Donghai's chest was a strong impulse to fight; he even craved death. Whether it was the enemy's death or his own was indifferent, as long as it was death brought about by combat, it was what Xu Donghai craved!

Even though the Japanese army was less than ten meters away from rushing to his face, Xu Donghai did not wait for death to approach. He raised his rifle and waved it. "Kill!" Accompanied by this angry shout, Xu Donghai took the lead and charged towards the Japanese army.

Every Japanese soldier opposite looked to have white beards and white eyebrows, and they were imposing when charging straight over, but Xu Donghai felt a slight difference from before as soon as he engaged them. This time, without the cotton coat as a burden, Xu Donghai parried the enemy's thrust more easily, then took a step to the left, turned his body slightly, and the bayonet in his hand extremely easily sliced open the enemy's neck directly from the enemy's right side. Turning back to block another Japanese soldier's bayonet thrust, Xu Donghai fluidly repeated the previous action. The bayonet again easily cut the blood vessels and windpipe on the Japanese soldier's neck.

However, a third Japanese soldier had already pressed extremely close, and Xu Donghai couldn't twist his body around in time. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's bayonet fighting was in groups of three. A comrade coming up from behind Xu Donghai had already used a rifle to parry the Japanese soldier's thrust, and another comrade's bayonet pierced the Japanese soldier's chest directly from the front.

"Stab from the left! Stab from the left!" Xu Donghai had already begun to roar.

This voice was only heard by a circle of surrounding comrades amidst the wind, snow, and the roar of hand-to-hand combat, and even if they heard it clearly, quite a few comrades didn't understand what it meant. However, the right-thrust tactic in hand-to-hand combat had also been specially taught in the unit. A few groups of comrades were reminded and quickly turned this reminder into practice.

Before long, more and more comrades understood that the right-thrust tactic in this wind and snow was indeed very effective. The shouts of "Stab from the left!", "Stab from the left!" became more and more frequent. Having taken off their heavy greatcoats and holding a determination to fight to the death, the more than 800 soldiers of the 6th Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought fiercely and tenaciously with the Japanese troops of the Miyazaki Brigade in the wind and snow. The situation of the second hand-to-hand battle was even better than the first. Under the leadership of commanders like Xu Donghai, the unit not only did not perish rapidly in battle, but the kill ratio between China and Japan even changed from four-to-six in the first round to two-to-eight. The seemingly fragile defense line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was firmly nailed in front of the second line of defense like a solid reef in the ocean tide, without retreating in the slightest.

At this time in the 18th Army Headquarters, Mu Husan listened to the dense ringing of telephones, his expression incomparably grave. Not only was the 6th Regiment under enemy attack, but on the defensive positions facing the 19th Division direction, the Japanese army had launched attacks in five or six places. Not only did the infantry launch attacks, but the Japanese artillery also opened fire again to bombard the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's positions. Lacking combat experience in large-scale bitter cold weather, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered the problem of frozen guns on a large scale. All units were very tense.

And where the enemy's main attack point was at present became the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's biggest doubt. Due to being at a disadvantage in troop strength, adjusting position defense was not easy. Mu Husan had only dispatched a battalion of reinforcements in the direction of the 6th Regiment. Mu Husan was very puzzled by this Japanese action of completely abandoning firepower warfare and adopting bayonet melee combat in the heavy snow. It wasn't just Mu Husan; most comrades in the 18th Army Headquarters believed the Japanese army had a major conspiracy. Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's defensive positions underwent major adjustments and the Japanese army suddenly launched a fierce attack, it could lead to the collapse of the entire defense system. The problem was, where exactly was the Japanese army's next attack point?

"If not, send the Air Force to reconnoiter?" a staff officer asked. But his tone was also extremely uncertain; the Air Force could hardly sorty in such heavy snow.

"Or raise a hot air balloon to observe," another staff officer suggested.

Chief of Staff Liu Guange glared at these two comrades. "With the current temperature, hot air balloons can't rise at all!"

As soon as the voice fell, Mu Husan suddenly stood up from his seat. "Order the 5th and 7th Regiments on both sides of the 6th Regiment to close in on the 6th Regiment's direction together. If they still encounter the situation of frozen rifles, conduct bayonet fighting. In any case, we must completely wipe out the enemy in front of the 6th Regiment."

The comrades in the command headquarters were all stunned, but Liu Guange quickly revealed a look of understanding. He immediately picked up the phone and began ordering the operator to connect.

A staff officer hurriedly said, "Commander, the front of the 6th Regiment has indeed encountered a large number of enemy attacks, but this should be a feint."

"A feint? We have planes and positions, and we prepared for several days, yet we still can't figure out the Japanese deployment. On what basis can the Japanese figure out our deployment? Besides, it snowed all night; can the Japanese not know? Marching in the snow, how much physical strength do the Japanese have to send out large reinforcements? The Japanese devils just want us to think the 6th Regiment is facing a feint."

"If it's not a feint, why would the Japanese use such a backward tactic as melee combat?" The staff officer still didn't quite understand.

"How is melee combat backward? If an army dares not conduct bayonet-to-red melee combat, this army is not a qualified army! In this heavy snow, our guns won't fire; can the Japanese guns fire?" Mu Husan had completely thought through the crux of the matter. After loudly refuting the staff officer's objection, he continued to issue orders. "The Division Commander of the Japanese 19th Division has quite seasoned tactics and rich winter combat experience, able to adjust according to the situation. All units must be prepared for bayonet fighting and melee combat. When the enemy facing each unit launches melee combat, our army must make more use of close-range weapons like hand grenades. However, all units must ruthlessly deal the enemy a head-on blow with bayonet fighting!"

Facing such a straightforward order, most of the staff officers revealed shocked expressions. Only Chief of Staff Liu Guange was unaffected, issuing orders to each unit according to Mu Husan's intent.

Brigade Commander Miyazaki Shuji of the attacking Miyazaki Brigade stood straight in the snow. This was not because he deliberately wanted to maintain a soldier's bearing, but because in the temperature of minus twenty-some degrees, the human body would naturally assume a stiff posture. As a Brigade Commander, Miyazaki Shuji was also wearing a woolen greatcoat with better warmth retention. Ordinary Japanese soldiers only wore a military uniform that was "thicker" relative to autumn wear. Miyazaki Shuji could imagine that the bodies of these Japanese soldiers were probably even more "stiff" at this moment.

In front of Miyazaki Shuji were several corpses of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers who had died in battle. The clothing on the corpses had been removed. This was the first time the Japanese army had obtained samples of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army winter gear. These uniforms used a large amount of woolen material. Even the cotton coats had very ingenious designs; at the waist and other positions, several lines were sealed with sewing machines. Moreover, the cotton coats were also equipped with wide waist belts. Don't look down on such simple processing; it made the waist position tighter, reducing the problem of clothes flapping around that would occur during combat.

Even after taking off the greatcoat, the thin cotton coat inside the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army uniform had sufficient warmth retention. Its performance far exceeded the Japanese army's current "winter clothes."

"No breakthrough yet?" Miyazaki Shuji forcibly moved his gaze away from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army uniforms and asked the Chief of Staff beside him with a slightly guilty conscience. Actually, this question was very superfluous. The distant shouting had not ceased in the slightest, and the chaotic sounds meant that fierce fighting was proceeding cruelly.

"We have not received news of victory for the time being," the Chief of Staff said very implicitly.

The Miyazaki Brigade now had nearly ten thousand troops, and the troops able to go to the front line to participate in melee combat approached eight thousand. The Miyazaki Brigade had already thrown all its forces into the battle. According to the intelligence obtained by the Japanese army, the opposing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army 18th Army was a reorganized unit. Even at full strength, the whole army was only twenty thousand men. The total number of enemies the Miyazaki Brigade had to face would absolutely not exceed three thousand. With a troop strength advantage of nearly three times, they still could not resolve the facing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in a short time. Miyazaki Shuji felt a wave of true chill in his heart. He had participated in the Russo-Japanese War. The Russian army, those "Tsar's gray cattle," had quite outstanding performance in melee combat. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, possessing such combat effectiveness, had a comprehensive combat power no lower than the Russian army, which was second-rate in Europe. And the People's Party possessed an army of over a million. Just judging from the current equipment of the Northeast Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, its war potential far exceeded that of the Japanese army. Miyazaki Shuji could not help but feel panic.

The melee combat had approached an hour by this point. The sky had brightened slightly, and Gao Yucheng felt the black fog before his eyes dissipate a lot. The battlefield before him was now much more open, with corpses lying in disorder everywhere on the ground. All remaining commanders and fighters of the 6th Regiment were maintaining the final thin battle line with the regimental commander and the guard squad as the core. Another melee battle of nearly half an hour; the 6th Regiment plus a battalion from the 9th Regiment that rushed over to help added up to more than two thousand men, with less than a tenth remaining. Those who could persist until now, apart from a very few lucky ones, were all melee experts.

Gao Yucheng had been swept into the melee combat ten-some minutes ago. He simply didn't know how he had suddenly stood on the front line with the comrades. The Japanese rushed up howling. Gao Yucheng still subconsciously raised his gun to shoot. But the frozen stiff trigger couldn't be pulled at all. Fortunately, a comrade used a bayonet to parry the enemy's thrust. Gao Yucheng actually didn't know what to do next.

"Coward!" Gao Yucheng heard someone curse angrily nearby. While cursing, that person rushed up with a stride and stabbed a bayonet into the Japanese soldier's throat.

After finishing off the Japanese soldier, that person turned his head and shouted, "Bayonet fight! Use the bayonet to stab!" After shouting, the soldiers in front had already rushed forward like a gale to continue the charge.

Before Gao Yucheng could understand, he was sandwiched among the comrades howling from behind and forced to rush forward.

The last thing needed on the battlefield was thinking. Gao Yucheng dazedly hadn't figured out what exactly happened or what he should do. But after being attacked by the Japanese twice in a row and then saved by comrades, Gao Yucheng also muddily raised his rifle. Another Japanese soldier with white beard and eyebrows rushed over, howling as he charged. This time, Gao Yucheng at least held his bayonet and charged towards the Japanese soldier.

Gao Yucheng's bayonet fighting posture was truly too clumsy. If a comrade in front hadn't used a bayonet to block the Japanese soldier, Gao Yucheng would definitely have been picked off by the opposing Japanese soldier with one stab. But with just that simple parry, Gao Yucheng's bayonet stabbed straight in from the Japanese soldier's chest, not stopping until the bayonet was dead blocked by bone.

It was just this one experience. Gao Yucheng suddenly understood one thing without thinking: he had truly killed a Japanese, and it was the first time he had killed an enemy with a bayonet on the battlefield. Before he could understand what this meant, several more Japanese soldiers appeared in front. The comrade who had just helped Gao Yucheng resist the Japanese thrust had already charged towards the Japanese soldiers.

Gao Yucheng wanted to pull the bayonet out, but he couldn't do it no matter what. Because he used too much force, he accidentally slipped and fell to the ground. There was a rifle with a bayonet attached on the ground. Gao Yucheng couldn't care about that much anymore; he grabbed the rifle from the ground, climbed up, and continued to rush forward following the comrades.

On this boiling battlefield, Gao Yucheng strove to run forward with the comrades. Encountering an enemy, he stabbed fiercely. If a comrade didn't kill the enemy with one blow, he went up to finish them off. Fighting in such a muddled way, Gao Yucheng had actually held on until now. But at this moment, Gao Yucheng's physical strength had also reached its limit. His legs were as heavy as lead weights, and his breathing was as rough as a bellows. And the large amount of cold air entering his lungs made Gao Yucheng's lungs hurt like fire.

"I'm dying, right?" Gao Yucheng struggled to pull the bayonet out of a Japanese soldier. He didn't know which rifle this was that he had swapped for; anyway, the things most lacking on the ground were rifles with bayonets attached and corpses. But after pulling many times, Gao Yucheng also grasped a bit of the knack.

"I really can't go on!" Because he sucked in several large mouthfuls of cold air in a row, Gao Yucheng simply began to cough violently. The violent coughing made Gao Yucheng's snot and tears surge out together.

Standing lonely on the battlefield strewn with corpses, Gao Yucheng saw several Japanese soldiers pouncing towards him. What actually came to his mind was, "If I can survive, next time I definitely must train well in bayonet fighting." This thought made Gao Yucheng feel very surprised. He knew he was about to die at the hands of the Japanese right away, but he didn't have the slightest fear; instead, he had a kind of relief-like gratification. However, even so, Gao Yucheng still unsteadily raised his rifle and assumed a posture to fight with bayonets. Seeing Gao Yucheng's appearance of a trapped beast still fighting, those few Japanese soldiers, who were not just white in eyebrows and beard but whose whole persons were white from being covered in snow, actually hesitated. Their pace also became much slower.

For some reason, Gao Yucheng's heart suddenly relaxed. "Ah! The Japanese are afraid!" This was the first time Gao Yucheng faced the Japanese without any fear, and also the first time Gao Yucheng saw the Japanese show true fear when facing him. Despite this, the Japanese still didn't stop their steps. They just spread out, trying to surround Gao Yucheng from a fan angle, and then attack!

In just this short moment of leniency, Gao Yucheng felt the breath he couldn't catch just now finally smooth out. "If I had known earlier that the Japanese aren't anything to be afraid of, I could have killed more Japanese!" Holding this realization, Gao Yucheng aimed at the Japanese soldier closest to him, held up his bayonet, and charged up.

A burst of dense gunfire rang out. Gao Yucheng found that the Japanese soldier in front of him had fallen, but he immediately felt a burst of ice-cold in his ribs. The strength of his whole person was completely drained clean by that ice-cold sensation. Limply falling to the ground, Gao Yucheng suddenly gave birth to a relaxed feeling. He had lived for twenty-three years, experiencing the hunger of his childhood and boyhood, the indulgence of being a bandit in his boyhood and youth, and that sense of safety obtained with great difficulty serving as a soldier under Marshal Zhang. But on this battlefield of sky-filled flying snow, Gao Yucheng felt peace for the first time. Existing as a true soldier was an extremely brief experience for Gao Yucheng; he didn't even have time to do any thinking. But even with this extremely short experience, Gao Yucheng felt the feeling of truly being feared by people for the first time, and for the first time felt the kind of relaxation brought by the 'too many to count' defying of death that only true soldiers could possess when traversing life and death.

After being deeply stabbed in the ribs by a Japanese bayonet, Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldier Gao Yucheng fell. He didn't see the Japanese soldiers falling one after another after being concentrated by a round of bullets. Nor did he see a large number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers surging from both sides of the battle line that the 6th Regiment had maintained at the cost of almost total annihilation. These soldiers didn't fixate on a gunfight; after just firing two rows of shots, they also held their bayonets and joined the melee.

The Japanese army, having marched in the world of ice and snow for almost a whole night and then exhausted their physical strength and will fighting hard for an hour, could not hold on for long under such pincer attacks. The fierce battle continued for less than twenty minutes before the Japanese army, having suffered heavy casualties, collapsed. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no intention of letting them run away. The fresh troops who joined the battle chased them all the way down, stabbing to death from behind the Japanese soldiers whose flight appeared weak and powerless one by one.

After Gao Yucheng was hit by the Japanese bayonet, he fainted. The Japanese bayonet broke inside his body. The metal rapidly exchanged heat between the interior of the human body and the severe cold air. Gao Yucheng's internal organs and blood vessels quickly froze. In just a few minutes, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army former Northeast Army liberated soldier Gao Yucheng sacrificed himself. Like the other nearly two thousand soldiers who gloriously sacrificed themselves, he left no last words, nor any bold and visionary utterings. He just quietly fell on the land of his motherland.
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The victorious 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army showed no signs of wild ecstasy. While this battle had indeed annihilated over 7,000 Japanese troops, the Revolutionary Army had also suffered the sacrifice of over 2,400 commanders and fighters. The 18th Army had been fighting bloody battles in the Northeast for nearly half a year. The casualties from successive battles, combined with the losses from this major engagement, had cost the army over 20% of its strength. Not to mention the large-scale weapon malfunctions that had occurred in the freezing snowy weather.

However, the reconnaissance results were quite surprising. After the annihilation of the Miyazaki Brigade, the division commander of the 19th Division made a prompt decision and withdrew all remaining troops back to Benxihu. As a blocking force, once the 18th Army left its defensive positions, it would encounter various problems, so making a choice was indeed a difficult matter.

"The urgent task now is to quickly inform other units of the situation we encountered. Especially the various troubles we faced. Other units need to learn from our experience and lessons immediately," Mu Husan said.

The meeting was attended by division and regiment-level cadres. The comrades hadn't expected Mu Husan to prioritize this matter. Everyone's eyes couldn't help but fall on Xu Donghai, the acting commander of the 6th Regiment, who was attending the meeting. The 6th Regiment had lost 95% of its commanders and fighters in the battle. In temperatures of twenty-some degrees below zero, once someone was seriously injured—even with wounds that wouldn't be considered fatal in the summer—the wounds would freeze, the blood vessels would freeze, and without targeted medical treatment, the wounded couldn't last long. The near-total annihilation of the Japanese Miyazaki Brigade wasn't because the Revolutionary Army slaughtered prisoners, but because the Japanese wounded simply froze to death in the bitter cold. Similarly, due to more than an hour of hand-to-hand combat, the vast majority of injured comrades in the 6th Regiment couldn't be saved either.

After the battle, the remaining commanders and fighters of the 6th Regiment were only enough to form a single company, but no one dared to exclude the 6th Regiment, which had made such terrible sacrifices, from the military conference. Although Xu Donghai had only been a vice company commander before the battle and an acting battalion commander during the fighting, the fact that he could persist from beginning to end in such hellish combat was enough to command the solemn respect of comrades from other units.

With a wooden expression and his head lowered, Xu Donghai seemed not to hear what the army commander was saying. It wasn't until Mu Husan stood up, walked over to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder that Xu Donghai raised his head in slight surprise.

Mu Husan grabbed Xu Donghai by the shoulder, pulled him up, and then stared intnetly into his eyes, saying, "Comrade Xu Donghai, your regiment bore the brunt of the fighting and made the greatest sacrifices. Your 6th Regiment is the banner of our army, the backbone of our army! So I demand that you pull yourself together now. The battle has only just begun; it is far from over!"

Hearing the commander mention the tragic battle, Xu Donghai's entire body convulsed, and a look of pain flashed across his face. "Com... Commander, our regiment is gone..." Xu Donghai's voice contained indescribable agony.

"If the unit is gone, it can be rebuilt. When we rebuild, I will prioritize rebuilding your 6th Regiment!" Mu Husan didn't waver in the slightest, his voice full of strength. "I will also request a commendation for the unit from the Military Commission! I will apply for an honorary title from the Military Commission! I will apply for campaign badges from the Military Commission! But, Comrade Xu Donghai, you yourself cannot collapse! If you are like this now, what would the spirits of the more than one thousand sacrificed comrades say if they saw you like this?!"

Hearing the commander mention the sacrificed comrades, Xu Donghai's eyes and nose instantly turned red. Although he covered his mouth and managed not to cry out loud in public, tears couldn't stop flowing down his cheeks.

Although Mu Husan's gaze remained resolute and firm, his slightly trembling voice betrayed his emotions. Mu Husan gripped Xu Donghai's shoulder tightly and said loudly, "Comrade Xu Donghai, if you want to cry, cry out loud! No one will laugh at you. But what we must do now is bury our comrades, wipe away our tears, and then continue to move forward. This battle is just the beginning. What your regiment needs to do now is summarize the experience accumulated with fresh blood, and tell these experiences to the comrades of other units, so that they can exchange fewer sacrifices for greater victories! Don't you think this is the true way to comfort the spirits of our comrades in heaven?!"

Xu Donghai only sobbed a few times before stabilizing his emotions. Wiping away his tears, he stood at attention and saluted Commander Mu Husan. "I will resolutely complete the mission!"

"After this operational meeting, the Army Headquarters, the Staff Department, and the Training Section will immediately send comrades to summarize the process of this battle with you. All comrades in your regiment must participate." Mu Husan finished speaking and walked back to his seat. "As for whether to attack the 19th Division first or the incoming Japanese reinforcements, do you comrades have any ideas?"

"Usually, we just need to pay attention to gun maintenance, but fighting in snowy weather is much harder. The snow melts on the gun and immediately freezes again. We can't be cleaning our guns while shooting. I think we can wait until the snow stops before fighting," the commander of the 1st Division said. The cold weather was a big problem. However, based on the various refinements of imported oil carried out in the base areas, the types of anti-freeze oil had finally been determined after multiple experiments by the Northeast troops. The Railway Corps had risked their lives to transport these logistical supplies. But the problem of snow water produced when snow melted on the guns was difficult to solve. Moreover, anti-freeze oil was currently scarce, and it was impossible to keep the guns filled to the brim at all times. Not to mention that putting a large amount of anti-freeze oil in the gun would affect firing. With the Revolutionary Army's tradition of emphasizing weapon maintenance, there hadn't been enough time to summarize a satisfactory solution to this problem.

The head of the Quartermaster Department replied, "Our rifles weren't designed specifically for high-altitude cold regions to begin with, and there was no consideration for snow protection. I'm thinking about temporarily installing a few auxiliary parts on the rifles and machine guns to see if we can provide temporary snow protection."

"Will that work?" All the comrades perked up.

Seeing the hungry wolf-like expressions of the comrades, the head of the Quartermaster Department hurriedly replied, "I can't guarantee this. Even if the parts are installed, it will have a significant impact on the operation of the firearms. So I can only do my best; I can't make any promises to everyone."

This discussion pleased Mu Husan. Since heavy snow would affect the Revolutionary Army's use of firearms, the large quantity of captured Japanese weapons had also undergone emergency testing, and the Japanese weapons encountered the same problems in snowy combat. Moreover, there were no signs that the 19th Division had carried out any special treatment other than grease protection. If the firepower problem could be solved, the heavy snow would actually be a great opportunity for the Revolutionary Army to utilize its firepower configuration and assault tactics. The 6th Regiment had already proven with practical action that the Revolutionary Army would absolutely not be at a disadvantage in bayonet fighting against the Japanese army. The immediate task was to find a way to fully utilize the unit's firepower configuration advantages as soon as possible.

Chief of Staff Liu Guange said, "The communications officer from the 15th Army has brought news. Their march has been affected to a certain extent by the wind and snow. However, they will arrive at the rear of the Japanese army the day after tomorrow at the latest. But if we fail to solve the snow problem, we will likely face a very arduous battle."

The commander of the 2nd Division replied, "If we don't wipe out the Japanese here, are we going to let them go back to Korea?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had always taken the annihilation of the enemy's effective strength as its strategic direction; people were the key to everything. Even if Japan could utilize its manpower to replenish the annihilated units, the newly formed units could not compare with the veteran units in terms of quality or experience. However, the 6th Regiment was a unit of the 2nd Division, and the heavy sacrifices of the 6th Regiment gave the 2nd Division commander a strong desire for battle.

The 9th Regiment was a unit of the 3rd Division. Although the 9th Regiment had only sent one battalion of reinforcements, the death rate of this battalion also exceeded 90%. Since the Japanese 19th Division had to retreat to the Benxihu area to hold its ground, as long as the two opposing Japanese divisions were dealt with, the 19th Division would be completely trapped like a turtle in a jar. At that time, how to cook it would be entirely up to the Revolutionary Army. Not to mention that the two divisions of the 14th Army should have already moved south by now. Although relying on two divisions wasn't enough to encircle and annihilate the Japanese 19th Division, which had only one brigade left, monitoring the 19th Division was still achievable.

"The only thing we have to worry about now is a sudden retreat by these two Japanese divisions," Liu Guange said.

"Don't completely cut off the Japanese communication lines; let the 19th Division help us intercept the Japanese army," the commander of the 1st Division replied. Although the 1st Division hadn't directly engaged the 19th Division, it had put in a lot of effort during the annihilation of the 20th Division, and its casualties were not small. It was precisely because of the successful annihilation of the Japanese 20th Division that the 18th Army could have the series of victories that followed, now pushing the 19th Division into a desperate situation. The 1st Division commander naturally wouldn't object to fighting a war of annihilation.

"Then all units should make preparations now. Once the 15th Army arrives in position, we will set out immediately," Mu Husan ordered loudly.

In fact, there was no need for the Revolutionary Army to deliberately relax the blockage of Japanese intelligence lines. While retreating, the 19th Division had already sent seven or eight small detachments to ask for help from the Japanese troops to the south. The southern responding forces were the 6th and 7th Divisions. Upon receiving the news that the 19th Division had paid the price of half its troops and was still unable to break through, the 6th and 7th Divisions immediately transmitted the news back to Antung. The news crossed the Yalu River, and then pierced through North and South Korea at top speed via the Japanese telegraph network in Korea. Following the undersea cable across the Tsushima Strait, it arrived in Tokyo within a day.

It wasn't the first time the Japanese Ministry of the Army had received such news that made them feel utterly ashamed. At this moment, it really wasn't a good time to shirk responsibility or conceal the facts. So, after a whole night of arguing, the Minister of the Army finally mustered the courage to drive over to visit Yamagata Aritomo.

Yamagata Aritomo merely glanced at the Minister of the Army and asked coldly, "Which unit had an incident?"

The Minister of the Army was startled, but since he was prepared beforehand, he earnestly reported the latest news to Yamagata Aritomo.

Yamagata Aritomo didn't fly into a rage. He simply ordered someone to bring out a map and spread it on the table. "Tell me the results of the Ministry of the Army's discussion."

This attitude was even more terrifying to the Minister of the Army than a torrent of abuse. He first glanced at Yamagata's expression before pointing at the map and saying, "The Ministry of the Army wants the 8th Division, currently located in Pyongyang, to cross the Yalu River, while the 6th and 7th Divisions bypass the enemy's defense line to go and meet the 19th Division."

Yamagata Aritomo looked at the map and didn't speak for a long time. After quite a while, he finally opened his mouth and said, "Is there another plan?"

"Another plan..." The Minister of the Army hesitated. He listened for a moment before replying, "The other plan is to order the 19th Division to break out to the north on its own, cross the mountainous area, and return to Korea."

Yamagata Aritomo continued to look calmly at the operational map. His finger pressed on the map, sliding west from Antung, and finally stopped steadily on the location of Panjin. The Minister of the Army's gaze followed Yamagata Aritomo's finger.

"Order the 19th Division to break out on its own. After the 6th and 7th Divisions return to Antung, they are to reorganize their troops at top speed and attack westward," Yamagata Aritomo said.

"Your Excellency, why is that?" the Minister of the Army asked.

"Since we have fallen a step behind the People's Party again, there is no need to insist on executing the original plan. No matter how the People's Party moves, their true base area is in Panjin. As long as we conquer their lair, the People's Party will inevitably have to turn back to retake Panjin," Yamagata Aritomo replied.

"Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao?" the Minister of the Army replied thoughtfully. "In that case, the 19th Division won't be subjected to a powerful enemy pursuit?"

"It's not besieging Wei to rescue Zhao, but rather that our original plan was exactly this. Cut off the People's Party's route into the pass, and encircle and annihilate the People's Party's troops in Manchuria in the spring. However, I didn't expect the 19th Division to be so useless," Yamagata Aritomo replied coldly. The immense dissatisfaction in his tone made the Minister of the Army shudder.

"Your Excellency, if this still can't save the 19th Division, those people in the Navy Ministry..." the Minister of the Army asked hesitantly.

"If we are driven out of Manchuria, what good does it do the Navy Ministry? Are they planning to sail their warships into Manchuria?" Yamagata Aritomo asked in return. Yamagata Aritomo was extremely disgusted in his heart with these petty games of intrigue among the younger generation. The struggle between the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry had existed for a long time, but at least in Yamagata Aritomo's era, this struggle was based on the common pursuit of victory. At best, there were fierce conflicts when competing for credit, completely unlike the current situation where they would still try to undermine each other relentlessly even when facing a crisis.

Seeing the Minister of the Army's expression of relief, Yamagata Aritomo couldn't help but say, "Besides issuing orders, you must now mobilize the 10th, 11th, and 12th Divisions to enter Korea. The People's Party cannot possibly watch helplessly as Panjin is lost. They will definitely increase their troops as well. By spring, this battle will definitely be fought on a huge scale. Mobilize the troops now."

The Minister of the Army couldn't help but say, "But the Navy side..."

"I will speak to the Navy side. You go and make preparations now!" Yamagata Aritomo ordered in a tone that allowed no questioning.

"Hai!" The Minister of the Army bowed and replied.

The Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry would also spy on each other. While Yamagata Aritomo was listening to the Minister of the Army's report, Saionji Kinmochi also found the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo.

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Saionji Kinmochi's ashen face and roughly guessed some clues in his heart. He poured tea for Saionji Kinmochi and then waited quietly to hear the latest news.

"Takahashi-kun, if the Army is defeated, what exactly do you plan to do?" Saionji Kinmochi didn't mention anything about the war situation but asked directly about the outcome.

Takahashi Korekiyo showed no surprise or hesitation. He replied calmly, "If that happens, I can only vigorously conduct trade with Europe. No matter what, we must make more money to reduce our losses."

Saionji Kinmochi completely hadn't expected Takahashi Korekiyo to be so composed. He was stunned.

Takahashi Korekiyo continued, "In any case, we will be fighting the People's Party over Manchuria. We cannot possibly give up Manchuria. Since that's the case, is there any other choice besides doing our best to win the victory?"

"But the Army's performance is too shameful!" Saionji Kinmochi said angrily.

"Saionji-kun, do you still think our opponent is the China of the past?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

"Eh?" Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. He had never considered this question. In fact, this was the first time someone had bluntly raised this issue.

Looking at Saionji Kinmochi's astonished expression, Takahashi Korekiyo said steadily, "Our opponent is not the Manchu Qing, nor the Beiyang; our opponent is the People's Party. The current China is no longer the China of the past. Saionji-kun, I hope you can recognize this. I don't believe the Army Ministry's failure is because the Army Ministry itself is unskilled in war, but because the Army Ministry still thinks the opponent we are facing is the China of the past."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Saionji Kinmochi's thoughtful expression, and a trace of loneliness flashed through his heart. Although he knew he was just a transitional Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo sincerely wanted to revitalize Japan during his term. However, he now understood that his position as Prime Minister wouldn't last long. Since that was the case, Takahashi Korekiyo had nothing left to worry about. He continued, "Saionji-kun, the Navy currently feels that China hasn't changed simply because the People's Party hasn't put its strength into building a navy yet. But looking at it now, this situation won't last too long either. The predicament the Army is facing now, the Navy will confront sooner or later. Although I cannot prevent the outbreak of this war, if the war really reaches an unmanageable state, I will still stand up and demand an end to the war. For our Great Japanese Empire, the European war is our best opportunity. Even if I can utilize it for one more year, one more month, or even one more day, I will do my best to strive for this opportunity."

Saionji Kinmochi looked at Takahashi Korekiyo with a frown. He knew that both the ruling and opposition parties in Japan had a very high evaluation of Takahashi Korekiyo's economic abilities. However, Takahashi Korekiyo had been pushed onto the Prime Minister's throne by Saionji Kinmochi single-handedly, so deep down, he still somewhat looked down on Takahashi Korekiyo. Now hearing Takahashi Korekiyo state his strong determination in a calm tone, Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but feel a burst of respect for him. After all, not just anyone could sit in the Prime Minister's position and still strive to promote their political philosophy with an attitude of completely disregarding the Prime Minister's throne.

Even if only for this magnanimity, Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but feel respect for Takahashi Korekiyo.
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Chapter 153 Blood Red, Snow White (14)

"Dad! Soldiers are passing through!" On the road from Panjin to Andong, in a very inconspicuous village called Zhoujiatun, a door was pushed open, and a young man rushed in, shouting excitedly.

"What?" Hearing this news, the head of the household shivered in fright. He stood up from the heated kang, "Quickly hide the things in the house!"

"It's the People's Party's soldiers!" The young man was not afraid at all; instead, he continued excitedly, "Dad, let's sell the game we hunted to the People's Party."

"Have you lost your mind!" The head of the household was even more frightened by the young man's words, "Selling things to the government troops? Do you think the government troops don't know we have stuff?"

"Dad! When the People's Party killed the Mantetsu people, they said they have Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention. Buying and selling with the common people is done at fair prices. People in the village ahead have already sold a lot of things to the People's Party!" The young man actually hadn't really dealt with government troops before, he had only heard that the village ahead had sold a lot of mountain goods to the People's Party and made a good profit.

"You believe what government troops say? The Great Qing Dynasty also said it loved the people like children! How many times has our family been harmed by government troops!" The head of the household's veins almost popped out on his forehead as he earnestly instructed his son.

The young man naturally didn't accept the old man's lecture and tried to refute: "Troops have passed through here more than once or twice, and I haven't seen the People's Party take anything!"

"The People's Party took so many things from Mantetsu, would they care about our little bit? You child, you just don't understand!" The head of the household cursed, hating iron for not becoming steel!

"Then give me the few roe deer I hunted last time, I'll take them to sell!" The young man was still not convinced by his father's words.

"Fart!" The old man was furious, "What do you mean you hunted? Without the gunpowder and shot I bought, you'd hunt a fart of a roe deer!"

The father and son quarreled like this, and naturally, they parted on bad terms. However, the old man wasn't as worried in his heart as he said with his mouth. The People's Party had passed near the village many times, and not only had they not forcibly plundered anything, but they had also treated the villagers' illnesses. Although the old man had a deep-seated fear of government troops, in this heavy snow, who would be bored enough to waste energy hiding their own things?

But no one knows a son like his father. The old man was uneasy in the room for a while, suddenly remembering his son's restless nature, knowing that his son could never stay quiet for so long. When he put on his clothes and rushed into the back room where the mountain goods were stored, he indeed saw that the place where seven or eight roe deer meat and skins were originally hung was empty. Needless to say, his son must have secretly taken the things and run off to sell them to the People's Party.

"Damn it!" The old man was furious, but a moment later, a kind of panic filled his chest. That was his son after all, with his reckless temper, if the government troops robbed his things, he would definitely fight them desperately. The old man couldn't care about that much and hurriedly rushed out. It wouldn't matter if the things were robbed, but if something happened to his son, the old man wouldn't be able to live either.

Arriving not far outside the village, he indeed saw an endless long column marching in the fluttering snow. The old man had never seen an army of such scale, and this army was different from any army he had seen before. It wasn't just the flower-white clothes they wore, nor just the strange poles in their hands. All the soldiers gave the old man a feeling that in such snowy weather, there was only one thing they had to do, which was to move forward. As if nothing could stop their pace.

Awed by the momentum penetrating the entire army, the old man didn't want to get close to such an army at all. But there were a few familiar figures ahead, looking like young men from the village, including the old man's son. Those few people were surrounding several officers in flower-white clothes saying something. The old man had no choice but to rush over.

"Sir! Look how good this fur is, just buy it!" Just as the old man approached the crowd, he heard his son's loud voice shouting.

"Yes! Sir, selling this fur in the market wouldn't be at this price, this is really a cheap sale." Beside him, a young man who didn't know death from life was also chiming in.

"Fellow countryman, we'll buy this meat, but we really have no use for the skins right now. On a long journey, weight matters. Taking these skins would only be a burden for us." The officers explained very politely.

Such polite and reasonable government troops scared the old man bad. As the saying goes, when things are abnormal, there must be demons. Government troops reasoning with common people is abnormal; the government troops must be plotting something bad. Rushing over in three steps combined into two, the old man accompanied a smile and blocked the young men behind him, "Sir, we won't sell the skins, just selling the meat is fine."

After finishing speaking, the old man started to shoo the young men back into the village, "Alright, alright, don't cause trouble for the officers. Go home quickly."

"Fellow countryman! Wait!" The officer hurriedly shouted.

The old man was startled in his heart; it seemed he hadn't seen wrong, the government troops were playing hard to get.

"Fellow countryman! We haven't paid for the meat yet!" The officer's next words were even more shocking.

The few young men immediately went around the old man and excitedly took the money. There were also a few young men who didn't know death from life asking the officers to wait here, saying they would go home and bring other meat from home to sell.

The old man's son also wouldn't be left behind, glancing proudly at his old dad, he also ran home to get his own meat. The old man sighed slightly; these young people just didn't know the danger. But these government troops looked quite polite, and didn't look like the type to be secretly bad. He hoped the government troops wouldn't hurt anyone after robbing the things. This could be considered a lesson for the young people.

Until the government troops completed these meat purchases, and politely refused the fur trade. They loaded the meat onto some sleds pulled by big dogs, then pulled out strange cloth from around their necks to cover their faces. The old man thought these government troops were about to make their move. Unexpectedly, the officers actually urged the dog sleds and followed the troops forward. This business deal was actually completed.

But the old man was still unwilling to believe it; the government troops doing this was probably to deceive people. Everyone in this endless unit covered their faces with a strange cloth; if a few people suddenly jumped out and robbed everyone, who would know who did it? But the old man didn't wait for the opportunity to teach a lesson to those show-off kids including his son. The People's Party's troops just marched east into the flying snow without stopping. No one attempted to plunder the small village in this wilderness at all.

Returning home with a mix of rejoicing and unhappiness, the old man saw his son discussing with those bastard kids about going to the towns in the Panjin area to sell furs. The brats said excitedly: "The People's Party soldiers have trodden the road solid, it will be much easier for us to walk."

The old man had never seen an army with no end marching in heavy snow. With who knows how many tens of thousands of people walking past, even the thickest snow would be stepped solid, and there was absolutely no need to worry about getting lost. But the passing of troops meant fighting; heaven knows what the fighting outside had turned into. The old man blocked the door and said loudly: "Selling things this time, can only be said to be your good luck. You met good government troops, but if you go to Panjin, I won't let you go no matter what! What if you don't meet good government troops on the road? Aren't you going to your deaths!"

The young people were only excited for a moment; in this deep winter, even if there was a road to walk, the wind, snow, and low temperatures outside were not easy to endure. Seeing the old man really getting angry, the young people stopped clamoring. "Then when the People's Party government troops pass again, we'll buy things for them then."

The People's Party troops actually sincerely welcomed the masses in the villages along the road to sell food to the troops. On a long journey, weight matters; when marching exceeds a certain distance, any bit of extra weight can cause huge physical consumption. Moreover, the marching 15th Army had not completely accustomed itself to the weather in the Northeast. Needless to say anything else, most of the officers and soldiers of the 18th Army had already mastered the skill of using sleds, while the officers and soldiers of the 15th Army were just attempting to master it.

The snow in the Northeast falls thick; snow more than half a person high is a very common occurrence. In order to increase marching speed, the troops first let dog sleds go in front, followed by troops who had mastered skiing skills relatively well. The road they pressed out was then walked over by the infantry behind, and in the middle, the logistics troops' sleds performed some degree of rolling, which barely maintained a road surface that could guarantee marching speed.

The commander of the 15th Army, Weber, was from Wuhan. He joined the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army in 1908. In terms of seniority, he was far deeper than Mu Husan, the commander of the 18th Army and concurrently the Commander of the Fourth Field Army. But just this one thing made him understand why Mu Husan could come from behind and surpass him. Just this item of marching showed how much thought and brains Mu Husan had actually used.

On the afternoon of the 24th, the troops had arrived at the designated rest point. The 18th Army and the 14th Army had built a large area of snow houses here. At this time, following the bone-piercing gale, the snow soon stopped. The wind blowing at this time was a northwest wind, so the troops could be considered to be moving with the wind. If the troops continued to advance braving the gale, it was very possible to rush to the destination at night. If they started resting now, it would delay at least a few hours.

Although he really wanted to order the troops to continue advancing, Weber consulted the guide staff officer sent by the 18th Army. The suggestion given by the staff officer was to rest immediately.

Weber was very much in favor of this suggestion in his heart, but he asked: "Why?"

"After this gale, the temperature will drop sharply. With the condition of our comrades, I'm just afraid they won't be able to withstand it," the staff officer replied.

"Will the Japanese run away?" Weber knew very well how much suffering the 15th Army had eaten in the Northeast winter. But if the campaign objective could not be completed because of a moment of slackness, the responsibility would firstly be attributed to Weber. In the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, pursuing responsibility was always processing the top ones first before processing the comrades below. Weber had personally participated in the Military Commission meeting that established this kind of rule.

"If the Japanese march at night in this kind of weather, that would really be the best thing. I'm just afraid that by then the Japanese army won't even have the strength to pull their rifle bolts," the staff officer said calmly. The 18th Army had done this kind of thing once, and as a result, that unit completely lost its combat effectiveness after the march.

After fully understanding the situation, 15th Army Commander Weber immediately ordered the troops to prepare for accommodation. The 18th Army staff officer's suggestion was very correct. Don't look at it being afternoon right now; by the time it got dark, the 15th Army had barely organized the accommodation conditions, and all troops had moved into the ice houses.

Listening to the wolf-howl-like sound of the wind outside, Weber couldn't help but go out personally to inspect the camp. Even though he wore extremely thick clothes, Weber also felt the cold wind rapidly extracting his body temperature. What was more terrible was that Weber didn't even feel the cold; after walking for just a while, he felt his body gradually stiffening. And the dark clouds in the sky were actually quickly driven away by the gale; by midnight, the sky had cleared. The cold moonlight sprinkled on the snow-white earth, making people feel a wave of freezing cold that penetrated the heart and lungs.

The patrol troops were no longer on one shift a night, but one shift every hour. Although inspecting the camp was Weber's habit, today he only stayed outside for an hour and a half before being forced to return to his headquarters. Touching his face with his fingers, Weber found that both his fingers and cheeks had lost their sense of touch. Although it wasn't the first time he was stunned by the bitter cold of the Northeast, Weber still felt some shock at the accurate prediction of the 18th Army staff officer.

Before dawn every day is the coldest time; a clear night leads to faster loss of surface temperature. The geography knowledge Chen Ke learned from junior high school had also completely spread to the People's Party base areas, especially within the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Even so, in the bitter cold before dawn, the 15th Army still got up and ate breakfast, then the troops stepped onto the white wilderness dyed slightly red by the dawn light and continued to advance towards the destination.

At 2:00 PM on the 25th, with the support of the 18th Army's reconnaissance troops, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's 15th Army finally occupied the railway from Benxihu to Andong. Weber ordered the troops to move north along the railway. According to intelligence, the Japanese 7th Division was less than twenty kilometers ahead. In the snow, dog sleds are the most effective tool for action. Not long after marching, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army caught two batches of Japanese scouts. The gale on a sunny day after snow was like a knife cut; these Japanese scouts were trembling all over from the cold and couldn't run at all. Just by stripping off their upper jackets and walking them in the snow for two minutes, these Japanese devils started howling and surrendering. The guys who didn't answer honestly were stripped until only their underpants remained and continued to be walked in the snow, while the honest guys provided the recent situation of the 7th Division.

The 7th Division simply didn't expect the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to be able to circle around from behind; now they hadn't even set up defensive positions. The gale weather that started last night had made the entire 7th Division turtle up inside their cold camp, unable to move, and the troops' fighting will was low.

The staff department of the 15th Army all looked at Weber. Although the situation of the 15th Army was also miserable, seeing the uniforms of the Japanese scouts with their own eyes, the commanders of the 15th Army all believed that compared to the Japanese army, the 15th Army was definitely far superior to them. If they could launch a surprise attack on the Japanese army, there was a great chance to achieve great battle results.

The temporary headquarters was in a temporary tent; saying it was a tent, actually, it leaked wind everywhere. Weber's military hood covered his head, and his expression couldn't be seen clearly for a moment. The commander of the 1st Division said: "Commander, if you are worried, let our division hit them and try."

After experiencing the long-distance snow march, Weber knew very well how difficult it was to launch an attack in accumulated snow that was at least knee-deep. Once the 1st Division suffered a blow from the enemy's superior forces, the troops behind could not effectively support them. Letting the 1st Division launch a probing attack was no different from letting the 1st Division fight independently. Thinking over and over again, Weber finally succumbed to the temptation of launching a surprise attack to gain war merits.

"Troops attack the enemy's 7th Division!" Weber ordered.
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The news that the 15th Army had launched an attack on the Japanese 7th Division, the Japanese 6th Division had begun to retreat and move closer to the 7th Division, and the Japanese 19th Division was fleeing north after looting Benxihu arrived on Mu Husan's desk almost simultaneously.

The General Staff was stunned. The speed of the Japanese reaction was far beyond the expectations of the Fourth Field Army. Such a coordinated movement could only be described as moving like a rabbit after sitting like a virgin. Mu Husan, however, was not too surprised. He stared at the map for a long while before saying, "There must be some outstanding talent in the Japanese 19th Division!"

"The 19th Division can't command the other two divisions," the staff officer said, puzzled by Mu Husan's judgment. According to common sense, the most important thing at this time was to break through or bypass the 18th Army's defensive positions.

"The actions of the three Japanese divisions are not the result of direct contact; there wasn't enough time," Mu Husan explained to the comrades in the General Staff. "The 19th Division might have told the 6th and 7th Divisions their plan. But they are clearly selling out their teammates. Someone in the 19th Division definitely knows the war philosophy of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army."

***

Twenty-four hours before Mu Husan explained his thoughts to the staff officers, Major Staff Officer Okamura Yasuji of the 19th Division said to the 19th Division Commander, "Your Excellency, keep people and lose land, land and people are both kept; keep land and lose people, land and people are both lost!"

Okamura Yasuji was a descendant of a Tokugawa Shogunate samurai. After graduating from elementary school, he was admitted to the affiliated middle school of the famous Tokyo Senmon Gakko (renamed Waseda University in 1902). Later, because the tuition was expensive, he transferred to the Tokyo Army Junior School. After graduation, he was admitted to the Army Academy. In October 1904, he graduated from the 16th class of the Army Academy with excellent grades and was commissioned as an infantry second lieutenant, serving as a platoon leader in the supplementary unit of the 1st Infantry Regiment.

At that time, the Russo-Japanese War broke out. With an urgent desire to make contributions to the Emperor, and after Okamura Yasuji's repeated requests for battle, his superiors finally approved his request. In April of the following year, Okamura Yasuji was transferred from the supplementary unit to the 49th Infantry Regiment as a platoon leader in the newly formed 13th Division to participate in the Battle of Sakhalin.

In 1910, Okamura Yasuji entered the Army War College in Tokyo for further studies. In 1913, he graduated from the 25th class of the Army War College with excellent grades and served as a captain company commander in the 1st Infantry Regiment. In August 1914, he was transferred to the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters as a staff officer.

As a soldier with a purely academic background, Okamura Yasuji's resume could be said to be quite remarkable. When he served as a staff officer in the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters, Okamura Yasuji was originally assigned to the German War History Research Group. However, since the People's Party had seized Qingdao from the Germans at this time, Okamura Yasuji spent a lot of time researching the People's Party's army on his own.

Before World War I, Japan paid relatively high attention to war history, and it was relatively easy to obtain various materials, at least without encountering any difficulties. In addition, the war philosophy system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not complicated, and Chairman Chen's quotations of war philosophy, which Chen Ke was familiar with, were so simple and profound, and catchy. Okamura Yasuji soon researched it quite thoroughly.

In 1915, when Japan formed the 19th and 20th Divisions of the Joseon Garrison Army, Okamura Yasuji was transferred from the War History Section of the General Staff Headquarters to become a major staff officer of the 19th Division. During this war, Okamura Yasuji always held views that were "not quite gregarious" with other staff officers. Therefore, he had always been unpopular with the Division Commander. Before this retreat from Fengtian, Okamura Yasuji pointed out again that they were likely to be intercepted and blocked in the Benxihu area, and it would be better to take the land route directly back to Korea. The Division Commander was furious and simply asked Okamura Yasuji to be responsible for the rear guard work. And Okamura Yasuji commanded the rear guard troops to "turn a blind eye" to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing their way into the nearby Fengtian, but tried his best to get the troops to disengage from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as soon as possible.

After the destruction of the Miyazaki Brigade, the 19th Division Commander discovered that if the 19th Division's rear guard troops had hesitated even a little at that time and continued to entangle with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they would probably be surrounded by now. And the commander of the rear guard troops, Okamura Yasuji, was even able to judge the actions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in advance. Now trapped in Benxihu and facing the possibility of being completely surrounded by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at any time, the 19th Division Commander had to call Okamura Yasuji and ask him for his views on the war situation.

Okamura Yasuji did not make any predictions about the war situation like a psychic immediately, but first used "Keep people and lose land, land and people are both kept; keep land and lose people, land and people are both lost!" as his opening remark.

"Before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered Manchuria, we relied on the garrison army in the Northeast and various institutions of Mantetsu to effectively control Manchuria. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered the Northeast, they first expelled all Mantetsu institutions within their reach. The land of Manchuria always exists. If we lose the existence of Mantetsu institutions on these lands, we lose control over those areas."

The reasoning was very simple. The 19th Division Commander felt quite disappointed in his heart. What he had hoped for was that Okamura Yasuji could accurately point out what actions the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would take, and more importantly, where they would appear, just like before. But listening to Okamura Yasuji's digression, the Division Commander could not bear it anymore. Now was not the time for this kind of simple military theory discussion.

"Okamura-kun, what do you think the People's Party will do next?" the Division Commander asked.

"Your Excellency, the strategy of the People's Party has been consistent from beginning to end. They want to annihilate us," Okamura Yasuji replied.

The Division Commander's original patience completely flew out the window after hearing this. He did not feel it was necessary to have such a "low-level" discussion with Okamura Yasuji. If the People's Party wanted to occupy the Northeast, they naturally had to find ways to annihilate the Japanese troops in the Northeast. If the Japanese army wanted to occupy the Northeast, they also had to do their best to kill other forces that dared to intervene in the Northeast. This was not worth discussing at all.

Okamura Yasuji soon saw the Division Commander's dissatisfied attitude, and he quickly explained further. "Division Commander, the biggest difference between the People's Party's strategy and ours is that in their recent strategy, the purpose of occupying all land is to annihilate our army. While in our army's strategy, there is no such thorough concept at all; what we must guarantee first is the occupation of Manchuria. Manchuria is not our Japanese homeland. Even if our strategy looks the same as the People's Party, when executed, the basis of our considerations will involuntarily have fundamental differences. In any case, the locals in Manchuria do not consider themselves citizens of our Japan. And we do not consider the locals in Manchuria to be our Japanese citizens!"

Those who could mix their way up to the rank of Division Commander were certainly not idiots. With Okamura Yasuji analyzing the current situation like this, the 19th Division Commander somewhat suddenly realized. As long as the People's Party could expel other forces in the Northeast, they would naturally be able to gain the approval of the locals in the Northeast. Because no matter what, the locals in the Northeast at least considered themselves Chinese. The Japanese army in the Northeast must first ensure the safety of the strongholds they maintained, so the People's Party could completely aim to annihilate the Japanese army, while the Japanese army must first ensure their own footing. After losing the support of the Mantetsu organization, the situation of the Japanese army naturally went from bad to worse.

It wasn't that Okamura Yasuji hadn't said similar things before, but only today did the 19th Division Commander truly listen to everything he said. Because when facing the Northeast Army of Zhang Zuolin, the Japanese army did not have such feelings. Only when the opponent of the Japanese army turned into the brave and skillful Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did the 19th Division Commander truly feel that the Japanese army's status as invaders and outsiders had become their biggest burden in China. If they could not defeat the Chinese army in Northeast China, the Japanese army could basically not truly occupy the Northeast.

After a long silence, the Division Commander continued to ask, "So what exactly is Okamura-kun's idea?"

"At present, we shouldn't expect the 6th and 7th Divisions to be able to rescue us in time. The Miyazaki Brigade has already fought very well. Under such circumstances, if we still can't win, the 6th and 7th Divisions can't possibly actively break through the defensive positions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Our current solution is to decisively retreat to the north where there are no enemies, cross the mountains, and return to Korea," Okamura Yasuji said.

The 19th Division Commander listened carefully to Okamura Yasuji's method. If the 19th Division retreated north now, there were basically no enemies in the north. Although crossing the mountains in winter would be fraught with difficulties, as long as the 6th and 7th Divisions pinned down the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, presumably the commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would not be stupid enough to leave their solid defensive positions and expose the rear of their troops to the attack range of the Japanese army.

If they wanted to play a little trick in such a battle, while the 19th Division began to retreat north, the 6th and 7th Divisions could even retreat south at the same time. If the commander of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a reckless person, he would very likely be tempted by such a fighter opportunity and want to take this chance to pursue. As long as they left the solid formation, or even if only a part of the army left the solid position, then the 6th and 7th Divisions would have room for action. The Japanese army's superiority in troop strength could play a huge role in the battle.

If the commander of the 18th Army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was a suspicious person, he would definitely try to figure out what exactly happened. By the time he figured it out, the 19th Division would have long completely disengaged from contact with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could implement a pursuit, the 19th Division would have enough time to set up an ambush in the mountains and deal a certain blow to the pursuers.

"No matter what choice the enemy makes, our army can mobilize the enemy through action. The worst-case scenario is just that our army suffers certain losses when passing through the mountains." Okamura Yasuji finally finished his plan.

The 19th Division Commander pondered silently. It wasn't that he felt there was anything wrong with Okamura Yasuji's plan. Overall, the feasibility of this plan was very high, and the chance of success was very great. But precisely because the chance of success was great, the 19th Division Commander had to think of another matter: what would be his fate after returning to the country? If it were during the First Sino-Japanese War, suffering such a defeat, no matter whose responsibility it was, the 19th Division Commander would have no choice but to commit seppuku to apologize. Even in the current time when the Japanese military system had undergone deep reforms, the responsibility for suffering this disastrous defeat might not necessarily be borne entirely by the 19th Division Commander. But even so, demotion, facing a court-martial, or even being stripped of military status. Plus suffering the supercilious looks of everyone around, such punishment was actually not much different from suicide.

After a long silence, the 19th Division Commander asked, "When does Okamura-kun think it is appropriate to retreat?"

Okamura Yasuji replied decisively, "Retreat now!" After saying this, Okamura Yasuji added in a low voice, "Leave behind all heavy weapons and advance with light equipment."

The muscles on the 19th Division Commander's face twisted. Leaving behind heavy weapons meant it couldn't even be called a "strategic shift" as an excuse; this was already an out-and-out escape. However, at this point, he had no other choice. With a feeling of hopelessness for the future, the 19th Division Commander agreed to Okamura Yasuji's suggestion. He sent people to report to the 6th and 7th Divisions, looted supplies from the people in the Panjin area on a large scale, and the Japanese 19th Division immediately began to move north in the heavy snow.

Although he didn't know the specific situation inside the 19th Division, Mu Husan already understood the 19th Division's thinking. The 18th Army could not pursue the 19th Division no matter what. The 14th Army coming south from Fengtian could at most send out tailing troops, but could not truly implement a pursuit and annihilation. What's more, the key point of the current situation was to annihilate the 6th and 7th Divisions in front of them. Once these two divisions could be annihilated, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could thrust directly into Andong and face the Japanese army across the river.

Although he was quite apprehensive about the combat effectiveness displayed by the 19th Division in the past few days, as well as their cognitive ability regarding war, as long as the Sino-Japanese War was not over, there would be plenty of opportunities to meet the 19th Division again on the battlefield. Moreover, the fact that the 19th Division disengaged from the battlefield so decisively completely eliminated the worries of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. From this perspective, Mu Husan did not think he had suffered a loss.

"Troops move south and participate in the battle to encircle and annihilate the Japanese army!" Mu Husan ordered.

In front of the 18th Army was the Japanese 6th Division. This Japanese unit had not participated in the battle, but had only deployed an offensive posture a few kilometers away. Now that they began to retreat, the road trodden by the main force of the Japanese army reduced the trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's pursuit. The vanguard troops soon caught up and engaged in a fierce exchange of fire with the Japanese rear guard troops.

This was a true field battle. Thick snow covered the earth. Except for the undulations caused by the terrain, the battle between the two armies was carried out on almost the same plane. The Japanese field living conditions were obviously inferior to those of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and the Japanese cold-weather clothing was also obviously inferior to that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The cold and fatigue accumulated over several days were very obvious in the battle. That was something difficult to explain except for soldiers; if one had to say it, the Japanese army extremely "lacked combat enthusiasm." They were just fighting mechanically according to their daily training. In contrast, every soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was doing their best to complete the combat mission.

As the defending side, the Japanese army at least occupied a high slope area. And the Japanese artillery advantage was also brought into play, with shells blasting sky-high snowflakes on the attack route of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Black ugly "scars" appeared one after another on the snow-white fields.

"Up!" The one responsible for the first round of attacks was the 3rd Division, which was originally defending the southern front. The commander of the 9th Regiment had managed to snatch the attack mission with great difficulty. With his order, the engineers had already bent down and began to excavate at the bottom of the snow layer more than a meter thick with engineer shovels on the side of the temporarily dug ice and snow trenches.

The distance between the Chinese and Japanese battle lines was currently more than 300 meters. Launching a charge on such a flat plain was just sending themselves up as targets. They had to get closer to the enemy continuously, closer to the maximum limit. The fierce exchange of rifle fire continued. Although it was difficult to aim from more than 300 meters away, this was also a necessary containing battle.

After many snow tunnels dug forward in parallel extended for more than thirty meters, a Japanese shell flew off course and landed straight on a tunnel. The explosion not only lifted a large cloud of snow but also collapsed the snow above several nearby tunnels. Seeing many depressions suddenly appearing on the snow, the Japanese quickly understood what the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to do. While howling, they fired fiercely in the direction of these tunnels.

"Dig some tunnels openly! Save time! Get as close as possible!" The 9th Regiment Commander issued orders.

Under the new order, the tunnel excavation speed obviously increased. The winding tunnels began to extend upwards continuously, not only extending longitudinally but also connecting laterally. Relying on the tunnels, the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army advanced rapidly, constantly shortening the distance between them and the Japanese army.

Seeing that the situation was not right, the commander of the Japanese 6th Division simply gave up the plan to stand fast. The Japanese army gathered troops on the front line, and with the sound of bugles, a large group of Japanese troops actually launched a charge.

"The Japanese are coming to send themselves to death! Grant their wish!" It was no longer a snowy day, and there was uncontrollable excitement in the voice of the 9th Regiment Commander. When the Japanese approached, the machine guns on the front line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to sing lightly, and the dense bullets killed row after row of those Japanese troops moving slowly in the snow. Because their legs were stuck in the thick snow, some Japanese soldiers just leaned forward or backward, or tilted left or right after death, their legs still stuck in the snow and not pulled out at all.

Seeing the advance blocked, the Japanese army had to retreat. But retreating was not so easy either; the slow speed made them excellent targets. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also tried firing mortars, but the shells drilled directly into the deep snow layer with a great curvature. The exploded snow, apart from causing some trouble for the enemy, had its real killing power greatly discounted.

The 9th Regiment Commander did not completely give up shelling because of this. He ordered: "See if the gunners can blast a few paths out with shelling!"

The gunners' attempt was quite good. The mortar shells greatly improved the progress of the "earthwork." The 9th Regiment Commander immediately informed the 3rd Division Headquarters of this new discovery by phone, and the 3rd Division Headquarters also conveyed this latest experience to its 7th and 8th Regiments.

Although the number of troops was far lower than the Japanese 6th Division in front, the commanders and fighters of the 3rd Division displayed unprecedented initiative, stubbornly shortening the distance with the Japanese 6th Division, and doing their best to push the battle towards a full-scale battle.

Mu Husan constantly received the latest battle reports, and to his delight, the 2nd Division of the 14th Army did not pursue the Japanese 19th Division but made every effort to rush to the battlefield. Holding the military strength of four divisions, Mu Husan was full of confidence in achieving a complete victory in the battle.
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"Keep going... Keep moving forward!" shouted the battalion commander of the 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment, 2nd Division of the 15th Army, who was leading the charge, gasping for breath. Unlike marching on a battlefield, every step in a snow charge involved sinking half a leg into thick snow. Pushing through the snow with leg strength required great effort, and pulling the leg out to take another large step forward required even more.

Half an hour had passed since the charge bugle sounded, and the 1st Battalion, flanking from the side, had only advanced just over 600 meters. Every soldier was panting heavily, and some with insufficient stamina even stopped halfway to catch their breath. The 1st Battalion Commander was anxious. In Shandong, Hebei, and battles in other liberated areas, this short distance of 600 meters could be easily covered by the troops in three minutes, allowing them to immediately engage in fierce combat. He wanted to shout to encourage the comrades to push forward, but the oncoming north wind was extremely fierce, and he was also exhausted. He found that his voice couldn't be heard by the comrades at all. Gritting his teeth, the 1st Battalion Commander continued to trudge heavily forward in the thick snow.

From a high ground, Commander Wei Bo of the 15th Army watched the charge clearly through his binoculars. After the order to attack was given, the speed of the charge was far slower than imagined. Except for the 1st Division's vanguard, which used dog sleds to launch a surprise attack and managed to rush into the Japanese defensive circle in a relatively short time, and the subsequent troops who picked up some speed by following the path pressed by the sleds, the flanking teams all invariably encountered difficulties in movement.

Even knowing there was a problem with his order, Wei Bo couldn't change the operational command now. After the troops had scattered, ordering the comrades to turn back would not only waste physical strength for nothing, but the time spent following the path opened by the 1st Division again might not necessarily be shorter.

"Order the sled troops to open the way!" Wei Bo issued a new command. However, the dog sled troops couldn't be redeployed that quickly, and the troops relying entirely on manpower to charge had to sustain it for a while longer.

Born from the 38th Army, the 15th Army had a tough style, and Commander Wei Bo's character was also quite straightforward. Therefore, the tactics adopted by the 15th Army were very direct, which were the most common infantry squad and platoon tactics of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army. This was a fairly universal tactic in other regions, but when deployed in thick snow, the 15th Army's battle seemed unreasonable.

Wei Bo also made a profound self-criticism for this after the war. The military review meetings of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army did not allow empty talk. After summarization, the final conclusion was, "The 15th Army certainly organized and learned a lot of experience, and also felt the various inconveniences brought by the severe cold of winter, but they were far from truly accepting the objective existence of severe cold and heavy snow like the 18th Army. Subconsciously, the 15th Army still treated this natural environment as an enemy to be overcome, rather than being able to turn these natural conditions into a part of their own combat."

But even so, the 15th Army's battle still had commendable points. First, the 1st Division inserted itself into the defensive positions of the Japanese 7th Division with lightning speed. Although called defensive positions, due to the South Manchuria Railway being completely wiped out and the severe winter weather, the Japanese had not been able to grasp the strength of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army at all. The 7th Division's key defensive direction was still north rather than south. Not long after they discovered the main force of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army charging over, the entire deployment fell into comprehensive chaos. Before the Japanese could fully organize a battle line, the commanders and fighters of the 15th Army had already begun fierce exchanges with the 7th Division.

The battle distance shortened constantly during the exchange of fire. From the first gunshot, it took less than 20 minutes for the battle to develop into the bayonet fighting stage. Fortunately, the Japanese situation was equally bad. The 7th Division certainly had the advantage of defense, but the Japanese army's consistent disregard for logistics was revealed undoubtedly at this time. The tents had poor wind and cold protection, the uniforms were not thick enough, and the warmth retention was low. By the time the Japanese heard the combat order, began to assemble, deploy, and finally felt a little warm, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had already crossed the snow and rushed to their faces. Although the process was not as Wei Bo had initially envisioned, a balance was reached due to a series of internal and external factors.

Thus, the current situation became the 1st Division's vanguard troops, with the strength of two battalions, starting a battle against the Japanese 7th Division. Charging and fighting fiercely was the characteristic of the 15th Army. The Japanese troops who initially engaged were insufficient in both numbers and preparation, and lacked unified command. The hastily responding troops couldn't even attack at the battalion scale; many were small squads of dozens of people coming one after another to join the battle.

Facing the Japanese soldiers wearing black uniforms, the soldiers of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army first swept with machine guns, then exchanged rifle fire, and threw grenades to clear the way. After approaching the scattered opponents, they stabbed fiercely with bayonets and fired pistols at close range. In a moment, they wiped out three groups of Japanese soldiers numbering less than a hundred and rushed into the Japanese camp.

The regimental headquarters of the 1st Regiment, 1st Division of the 15th Army followed the first wave of troops into the Japanese camp. The regimental headquarters rushed in with the 2nd Battalion. The 2nd Battalion Commander pulled down the wool neck warmer covering his face and asked the Regimental Commander breathlessly, "Commander, should we set up a position?"

The Regimental Commander answered without thinking, "The 1st Battalion continues to advance, the 2nd Battalion sweeps the enemies inside the surrounding tents. Once the 3rd Battalion catches up, the 2nd Battalion attacks to the left."

The 2nd Battalion Commander looked troubled, "Commander, the comrades are all exhausted! Can we set up a position to rest first, at least catch our breath?"

"If you are tired, rest at the regimental headquarters. I will lead the comrades of the 2nd Battalion to charge forward!" the Regimental Commander shouted angrily. The physical strength required for a snow charge was indeed far beyond imagination, and all comrades, including the Regimental Commander, were very tired. However, the troops had just broken into the enemy's camp. If they didn't take advantage of the enemy's current chaos to develop in depth immediately, once the enemy stabilized their line, the troops that had broken in would face fire from at least a semicircle, or even be counter-enveloped by the enemy. That would be a truly hopeless situation.

The 2nd Battalion Commander knew that the Regimental Commander would not change his mind. He panted a couple of times, then ran back to his troops to start directing the battle.

The sounds of gunshots and explosions became slightly distant in the Japanese camp as the 1st Battalion continued its attack. The 1st Regiment Commander and Political Commissar waited anxiously. Finally, when the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment and the vanguard of the 1st Battalion of the 2nd Regiment arrived at the controlled area, the Regimental Commander handed over the controlled area to the 2nd Regiment's troops. He ordered the 2nd Battalion to attack to the left, while he and the regimental headquarters joined the 3rd Battalion, following the path opened by the 1st Battalion to continue attacking towards the north.

Moving through the dense Japanese tents, the further north they went, the denser the Japanese became. In this dead of winter, the Japanese naturally couldn't sleep without their uniforms. Some Japanese soldiers still looked sleepy; these guys basically lost their lives without figuring out what was going on. Although he was still a bit apprehensive, the 1st Regiment Commander urged the troops to move forward rapidly. Theoretically, the remaining Japanese in the many tents did not have the ability to change the development of the battle. But once the attack was blocked, the situation would become passive.

When the 3rd Battalion was about to catch up with the 1st Battalion, a large group of Japanese soldiers suddenly appeared to the front right. Separated by dense tents, the distance was less than a hundred meters when they discovered each other. The commanders of both armies immediately organized volley fire. Fortunately, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army was well-trained. While the comrades in the front row squatted to fire, the comrades in the back row dropped to the ground almost simultaneously. This exchange of fire, a contest of will, instantly knocked down many soldiers in both formations. There was also a lot of accumulated snow in the Japanese camp, and lying on it was like diving into a simple cover. The Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had light machine guns in the exchange of fire, gaining quite an advantage. However, the enemy won in numbers. The Japanese quickly dispersed their forces and circled around through the gaps in the tents, and soon the exchange of fire turned into a bayonet fight again.

Unlike the snowy night bayonet fight encountered by the 18th Army, the sky was now clear. The strong wind had blown away the clouds, revealing a blue sky, bright sunlight, and the whistling sound of the wind. The soldiers of the Chinese and Japanese armies fighting in pairs could see every detail of each other very clearly.

Having participated in the Siege of Jinan, the 15th Army understood the role of bayonets in close-quarters combat even better than the 18th Army. On the city walls of Jinan, facing dense enemies, the troops had no time to reload after emptying their magazines. To kill the swarming enemies, the 38th Army engaged in bayonet fights more than once. And every bayonet fight effectively defeated the Beiyang Army's offensive. Since then, the 38th Army and the four divisions separated from it attached great importance to bayonet fighting. In this short-range combat, the 15th Army directly chose bayonet fighting. The Japanese still thought that bayonet fighting could easily defeat the Chinese army. They bypassed the tents with bayonets, only to see the commanders and fighters of the 15th Army opposite them already charging up with bayonets.

The 15th Army was mainly composed of soldiers from Shandong, whose stature greatly exceeded that of the short Japanese soldiers. Moreover, the People's Party vigorously developed the animal husbandry industry, so the soldiers generally had good food after enlisting. As soon as the Japanese engaged with the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army, the difference in physical strength between the two sides was revealed. When the bayonets crossed, the soldiers from Shandong stood almost still, while the Japanese staggered slightly at best, or retreated a step or two at worst. The Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army used a three-man group bayonet tactic. If the Japanese showed a slight flaw in their posture, the other two soldiers could immediately take advantage of the weakness and end the Japanese soldier's life.

When the formations of both sides were relatively dense, the pistols of the junior commanders of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army were extremely accurate at close range. As long as the pistol didn't have a mechanical failure, every bullet could take out an enemy, or at least injure them. The Japanese who were lucky enough not to die under the pistols were immediately stabbed to death by the charging Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army soldiers.

The battlefield is the place with the least room for negotiation because every mistake costs a life. The Japanese 7th Division did not expect their opponent, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army, to be so proficient in hand-to-hand combat. Even worse, the Japanese still believed that their opponents had the characteristics of the Chinese army during the First Sino-Japanese War. Even if they had firepower superiority, their morale would be greatly damaged or they would even collapse directly when encountering hand-to-hand combat. For such rigid concepts, the Japanese paid a heavy price. If they hadn't underestimated the enemy, the Japanese inserting from the oblique rear into the 1st and 3rd Battalions might have been able to intercept the 3rd Battalion, or at least delay its advance. In the bayonet fight, this group of more than four hundred Japanese soldiers was wiped out in moments. Some Japanese soldiers were even scared into screaming and hiding inside the tents. The comrades of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army naturally wouldn't rush in. After everyone spread out slightly, some comrades threw grenades into the tents. With a loud bang, the tents were blown to pieces from the inside out like balloons. The enemies hiding inside had their clothes completely shredded, their flesh blurred and charred; even if they didn't die, they lost most of their lives. In the severe cold, they couldn't linger on for long.

The 1st Regiment headquarters commanded the 3rd Battalion to leave a small force to pursue the fleeing remnants, while the main force continued to charge forward. The 1st Battalion had already been attacked by enemies from multiple sides at this time. Although the enemies had not yet been able to unify their command, many ants can kill an elephant. Attacked by fierce enemy fire from three sides, the 1st Battalion was almost suppressed and couldn't lift their heads. The reinforcements from the 3rd Battalion first suppressed the enemies on the right, allowing the 1st Battalion to catch a breath. The battle between China and Japan finally entered positional warfare, and the Japanese finally managed to stop the 1st Regiment's offensive. at this time, the 1st Regiment had already penetrated more than 400 meters into the Japanese camp. With a breakthrough point, the follow-up troops of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army killed their way into the Japanese campsite. Perhaps because the weather was too cold, in the temperature of minus twenty-something degrees, despite the increasingly fierce battle, no "fire" occurred. This brought some trouble to the follow-up troops in clearing the Japanese tents. Some Japanese were hiding in the tents, causing some casualties during the search. But these casualties were nothing compared to the Japanese counterattack.

The Division Commander of the 7th Division never expected that a large force of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army would suddenly appear behind him, and that the attack of this army would be so sharp that the vanguard troops attacked to a distance of less than two hundred meters from the Division Headquarters tent. In the chaotic 7th Division Headquarters, the Division Commander howled: "Order the nearby regiments to counterattack immediately!"

Staff officers and the Japanese brigade and regiment commanders who were in the meeting got up one after another to convey orders or gather troops. In fact, the Japanese 7th Division Commander couldn't be blamed for such panic at this time. The attack route of the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army happened to split the Japanese campsite in two, and the attack route was heading straight for the Japanese Division Headquarters. This couldn't help but give the Japanese an illusion that the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army knew the deployment of the Japanese camp perfectly.

However, this anxiety was obviously wrong. If the Japanese Division Commander hadn't mobilized troops like this, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army might not have noticed that there was a big fish ahead. But such mobilization focused too much on frontal defense. Liu Jiqi, the Commander of the 1st Division of the 15th Army who had followed the troops into the Japanese camp, had always paid attention to observation. The enemy's unusual movement made him keenly feel that the enemy's trend was wrong. He ordered the artillery troops who had already rushed into the Japanese campsite, "All artillery, six rounds rapid fire!" After speaking, Liu Jiqi added, "Extend the range forward with each shell."

The artillerymen who caught up had 12 mortars. They were also panting with exhaustion. Upon receiving the order, the comrades fired immediately. Because of poor control and uneven ground, a shell in the first round of shelling flew relatively far. It drew a beautiful arc with a very high curvature. The mortar shell pierced the top of the Japanese 7th Division Headquarters tent from top to bottom, and then plunged straight into the table in front of the 7th Division Commander. This was the first time the 7th Division Commander had seen a mortar shell fired from the bore with his own eyes, and it was also the last weapon he saw in his life. The violent explosion tore the wooden table to shreds. A relatively thick piece of flying wood deeply inserted into the wide-open mouth of the Division Commander. One end of the wood piece pierced through the Division Commander's throat and cervical vertebrae, exposing a long section from the back of his head. In the post-war report, it was recorded that this Division Commander was stabbed "like a hedgehog" by many flying wood chips.

This unexpected luck basically established the victory. The Japanese 7th Division, having lost its supreme commander, lost its overall command. coupled with the capture of the campsite, they couldn't make up their minds to retreat across the board for a while. As a result, the 2nd and 3rd Divisions outflanking from both sides finally did their best to reach the designated destinations, finally forming an encirclement of the Japanese. The battle continued until late at night. Sporadic fighting even continued until the early hours of the next day. The Japanese 7th Division was eventually completely annihilated.

On the second day of the 7th Division's destruction, which was noon on February 26, 1916, the 18th Army also successfully annihilated the Japanese 6th Division. After the two armies joined forces on the night of the 26th, they moved south under the cover of night and besieged Andong with heavy troops on February 27, capturing this important border city in one day.

March 1, 1916. Except for the Japanese 19th Division struggling to flee in the Changbai Mountains and the Japanese entrenched in Lushun, the Industrial and Agricultural Revolutionary Army had resolved the main Japanese forces in the Northeast. This news finally reached the Central Committee in Wuhan on March 4.



★


Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains 1

Volume 5 - Chapter 156

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 156: Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (1)

"What defines a true industrial nation? What defines a true enterprise? A true industrial nation means its industrial system is capable of self-replication, self-upgrading, and self-expansion." Chen Ke was lecturing on the stage, while the classroom below was packed with heads of various factories under the Commission for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense from Hubei and even Anhui. Being able to listen to the personal lecture of the highest leader of the Popular Party and the base area, everyone was very excited. Chen Ke couldn't quite judge whether this excitement was directed at the knowledge or at Chen Ke's status.

"Comrades, seeking truth from facts is our Popular Party's style, our guiding ideology, and the foundation of our materialism. Everyone here has practical work experience. No matter how blood-pumping the theory sounds, or how intoxicatingly beautiful the future looks in imagination, once you enter the factory, issues pop up one after another. Reality is very cruel! Therefore, as enterprises that form parts of the industrial system, how can we manage ourselves well? What I want to say is..." Just as Chen Ke reached this point, he saw He Zudao, a member of the Military Commission Standing Committee, push the door open and gesture to him.

Chen Ke knew something major must have happened. He apologized to the students and walked out.

"Chairman Chen, we have annihilated the Japanese 6th and 7th Divisions, and the Japanese 19th Division has fled. By now, we have basically driven the Japanese out of the Northeast." He Zudao didn't show an overly excited expression; he simply stated the facts. "The Military Commission is preparing to hold a meeting. Please go and attend the emergency meeting."

"Understood!" Chen Ke also didn't react with excessive excitement. After speaking with He Zudao, he strode back into the classroom and continued addressing the students: "Any enterprise that cannot adapt to such changes and cannot survive in competition, there is no need to forcibly maintain its existence. This involves the issue of asset restructuring. Moreover, within this category of topics, there is also the issue that monopolistic state-owned enterprises related to people's livelihood construction must exist. That's all for today's class. Class dismissed."

"Stand up!" All students stood up.

"Goodbye, students!" Chen Ke said.

"Goodbye, teacher!" The students shouted almost in unison.

Chen Ke packed up his lecture notes and left with He Zudao. The Party School was not far from the Military Commission. The group of students watched Chairman Chen Ke and Chief Political Commissar He Zudao walking away together, and many faces showed envious looks. In their eyes, these two leading cadres of the Popular Party truly possessed a demeanor of calmness and steadiness.

But in fact, this was just the students' imagination. On the way to the Military Commission, He Zudao explained the latest situation in more detail. Chen Ke breathed a slight sigh of relief, his face showing a rare look of fatigue, but he quickly recovered his usual energetic appearance. He smiled and asked, "Zudao, have you thought about getting married?"

"Ah?" He Zudao was stunned; Chen Ke's question was really strange.

Chen Ke wasn't just saying this casually. He continued on the topic, "Recently, I've been spending more time working with Comrade You Gou. You Gou is already 34 this year, which makes her 36 by nominal age. It's not appropriate for her to remain unmarried. You must be around 30 this year too, right?"

"31, just had my birthday," He Zudao replied somewhat embarrassedly, but he quickly felt something was off. "Chairman Chen, it's not yet time to put the weapons in the arsenal and release the horses to the southern mountains."

"Revolution is like life; there is no end. Revolution must continue, and life must also continue," Chen Ke advised earnestly. "I can't say your Sister You Gou is waiting for you; that wouldn't be seeking truth from facts. But everyone knows your feelings. You should at least go and try."

"Sigh!" He Zudao let out a rare sigh. "Chairman Chen, I always feel that Sister You Gou is far better than me. I don't dare to go. If she rejects me, I won't be able to adjust. Besides, I definitely won't give up then, and wouldn't that be even more painful?"

"You're a boy! Don't be afraid!" Chen Ke said even more earnestly. However, Chen Ke's elder-like tone actually made no sense; he was only 36 this year, and He Zudao was only 5 years younger than him.

He Zudao avoided this topic that made him very embarrassed. "Chairman Chen, you've basically focused entirely on industrial construction during this period. Will we really not encounter major challenges in military affairs anymore?"

"It's not that we won't encounter them again, but to solve the problems we encounter in the future, we need stronger industrial capabilities as support." Once Chen Ke and He Zudao started talking about work, that elder-junior tone instantly vanished, and the conversation atmosphere directly turned into a discussion between comrades. "Industrial construction also involves a system issue. The socialist system is not about doing the opposite of the capitalist system, but about comprehensively surpassing the capitalist system. I've said many times, if going east is wrong, then going west is definitely not right either. To solve problems, we can only go up. But going up definitely doesn't mean making people pull themselves up by their bootstraps; it doesn't mean making people ascend to heaven on the spot."

He Zudao rarely heard Chen Ke complain about anything, but he had also heard from You Gou that Chen Ke encountered huge difficulties when rectifying the industrial order and streamlining industrial production. Now it seemed these difficulties were so great that they even made Chen Ke think military victory was no longer the top priority.

Having revolutionized with Chen Ke for so long, He Zudao understood Chen Ke more and more. In the Popular Party, most comrades believed that Chen Ke worked with extreme patience and had the most far-reaching vision in the party. However, He Zudao didn't completely think so. Precisely because Chen Ke had far-reaching vision, He Zudao could always faintly sense Chen Ke's inner anxiety or even angst. The huge gap between reality and ideals required countless arduous efforts to fill. Facing the job of rectifying the Popular Party's massive industrial system, even Chen Ke's patience seemed to be running out. This couldn't help but make He Zudao feel a trace of worry. He couldn't help but persuade, "Things naturally have their own laws of development. Theory combined with practice—at least there must be practice first. This process is definitely not something that can be achieved overnight."

"Hehehehe!" Chen Ke laughed somewhat weakly. What He Zudao said was the truth, but Chen Ke really hoped to make China's industrial development more scientific and effective. This would require far more effort than in history.

"Forget it, let's not talk about this. How is the training of those Germans going?" Chen Ke changed the topic.

"The Stormtrooper tactics have been discussed and practiced with the Germans many times. I think they have understood and mastered them. The problem is that these Germans are prisoners of war. How much influence can they have on the German army after returning to Germany?" He Zudao replied.

"That's not really a problem. As long as we can send them back to Germany, they will definitely want to wash away the stigma of being captured. Moreover, Germany has suffered millions of casualties now; they are also short of people," Chen Ke replied.

This was Chen Ke's means of attempting to influence World War I. For the German troops captured in Shandong and those besieged in Beijing, the Popular Party had done some mobilization work on them. On the basis of guaranteeing to find ways to send these Germans back to Germany, the Popular Party conducted some technical exchanges with the German army. It had to be said that the Germans, after all, had the foundation of military construction starting from the era of Old Moltke, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had only preliminarily built its own war system and knew its deficiencies through practice. Even if these German personnel held back while conducting military exchanges with the Popular Party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still benefited greatly. Of course, the Germans also received brand-new trench warfare concepts and methods from the Popular Party.

Chen Ke was very clear that the "Stormtrooper" tactics the Germans began to implement on a large scale in 1917 were initially just research conducted spontaneously by a few officers. Due to a lack of practice, the theoretical basis of these tactics was not solid. It wasn't until after WWI that these tactics were summarized by the German army, combined with the talented Little Mustache's strategy and military construction framework, and finally turned into the "Blitzkrieg" that once made people tremble with fear in Europe.

In WWI, the biggest problem Germany encountered was that because the Stormtrooper tactics had no broad foundation and theory, although many units with carefully trained Stormtroopers achieved great results when first used, after these members were exhausted in the war, the German army lacked follow-up strength, and their efforts finally failed. In order to bleed Britain and France more, Chen Ke adopted the method of "military exchange" with captured German personnel to try to influence the process of WWI.

He Zudao certainly knew Chen Ke's thoughts; the devil is in the details. Chen Ke never placed high hopes on such limited tactical means; he always handled them lightly, doing it once or twice occasionally. But often, these insidious and ruthless little tricks were exactly what the guys Chen Ke wanted to use urgently needed. Thus, the exploited guys would utilize these little tricks to the limit like clutching at a straw. Through their efforts, the Popular Party could easily reap huge benefits in the end. Although He Zudao knew that everything ultimately depended on themselves, he was still often fascinated by these little tricks of Chen Ke.

"Will the Americans take the bait? If they don't cooperate, these Germans can't return to Germany smoothly," He Zudao couldn't help asking this question.

"Everyone's interests in different matters are diverse, let alone that there are so many interest groups in such a big country like the United States. So we only need to consider the interests of the American consortiums cooperating with us on this matter." Speaking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but preach to He Zudao again, "But the greatest institutional guarantee for our Popular Party to win lies in the fact that for our Popular Party members, organizational interests are paramount. No one can override the organization, this actually existing entity. This point absolutely allows for no wavering!"

He Zudao couldn't quite understand Chen Ke's slightly murderous words. Chen Ke obviously had things he was worried about, but He Zudao didn't think he should pursue it now. In He Zudao's experience, assuming enemies before things happened was a very foolish behavior.

The emotions of the Military Commission comrades were much higher than those of Chen Ke and He Zudao. As soon as they entered the door, they heard laughter. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's achievement of annihilating three Japanese divisions and severely damaging one division indeed had the value to make comrades so happy. The Military Commission had discussed strategic issues many times. Driving Japan out of Korea would complete the goal of driving Japan out of the Asian continent. From then on, the Japanese army could only rely on naval operations. Such a Japan, rather than being a major threat, was more of a huge trouble. A huge trouble is very tricky, but compared to a major threat, it's not as tricky. So the current issue became the strategic deployment of how to march into Korea.

After Chen Ke arrived, the meeting convened immediately. As usual, the first thing Chen Ke raised was the logistics issue. "How many troops can we maintain fighting in Korea now? Has the Military Commission calculated it?"

This question was quite practical. Defense Minister Hua Xiongmao immediately replied, "We haven't calculated it yet; we will start immediately. The result of the current discussion is that we can send small units into Korea to fight first."
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Strategy can only lead to victory if it is correct, and tactics can only be considered correct if they lead to victory. Like other vigorous organizations in history that have achieved great undertakings, the main members of the People's Party have blazed a trail through thorns and brambles, possessing ample practical experience. Coupled with the fact that these principles are discussed daily and yearly within organizational life, there is no issue with these basic consensuses.

The proposals at the Military Commission meeting were scientifically thought out and correctly directed. The current key point was to first send small units to destroy Japan's grassroots organizations in Korea, bleeding the Japanese as much as possible. It was completely the "encircling the cities from the countryside" route. After listening, Chen Ke decided to let the Military Commission continue with their own planning; he had to return to the construction of the industrial system. However, Yan Fu stopped him after the meeting. "Chairman Chen, I would like to write a letter to Sa Zhenbing."

Yan Fu had once served as the Premier of the Beiyang government, but Beiyang soon chased him away to Europe for a "visit." The People's Party also benefited from this incidentally. With Yan Fu leading the team, the naval members sent by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army to Britain received short-term naval training there. At least these young comrades got on warships and served as interns for a month. After returning from Britain, Yan Fu went back to the base to continue naval research. After all, the subsequent battles were against the Beiyang government, and Yan Fu did not want to fight against his old brothers. Moreover, there was no room for the navy to be used in the civil war. Having remained silent until now, Yan Fu finally spoke up.

"Mr. Yan, there is no rush," Chen Ke replied.

Seeing Chen Ke refuse so bluntly, Yan Fu was somewhat surprised. He explained, "Sa Zhenbing was indeed loyal to Yuan Shikai, but now that Yuan Shikai is gone, I don't think he can be truly loyal to Feng Guozhang."

"Sa Zhenbing may not be loyal to Feng Guozhang, but he is certainly hostile to our People's Party. And I don't want to force the current Beiyang Fleet to a dead end where they have no choice but to surrender. That wouldn't be good for anyone," Chen Ke replied.

"Then why not contact Sa Zhenbing now?" Yan Fu was even more puzzled.

Chen Ke smiled. "Then, Mr. Yan, you might as well just tell Sa Zhenbing that we are about to send troops to Korea."

Yan Fu had already confirmed the People's Party's plan to march into Korea at the meeting, during which he had remained silent throughout. The People's Party's inland river fleet simply could not participate in this military operation. Back then, the Beiyang Fleet actually didn't fight too badly in the Sino-Japanese War; at least the British evaluation after observing the war was that the Beiyang Navy had completed its mission. But the Manchu Qing army collapsed at the first touch in Korea, leading to the total failure of the war. Now, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had no navy at all, yet relied on a powerful army to launch an attack with full confidence against the Japanese army entrenched in Korea. Such a fact filled Yan Fu with a myriad of feelings.

After pondering for a while, Yan Fu said, "If we can conquer Korea, Sa Zhenbing will definitely be happy. Even if Yuan Weiting knows in the underworld, he would presumably be gratified."

If someone else had said that Yuan Shikai would praise the People's Party's military victory, Chen Ke would definitely think that person was being melodramatic. But coming from Yan Fu, Chen Ke didn't find it abrupt at all. Whether it was the deceased Yuan Shikai or the living Yan Fu and Sa Zhenbing, the defeat of the Sino-Japanese War was an indelible wound in their hearts. To heal this wound, nothing short of a military victory would do.

"You can't force a melon to be sweet. If Sa Zhenbing and the current Beiyang Fleet cannot sincerely defect to the People's Party, then I can only destroy them. No matter how pity it is, I can only do so." Chen Ke didn't want Yan Fu to have any unrealistic ideas. The reason the People's Party hadn't fully made a move in the south yet wasn't that they wanted to let off the Southeast Three Provinces controlled by Feng Guozhang. They were determined to settle accounts after the harvest. If Sa Zhenbing couldn't see the situation clearly, Chen Ke had no intention of insisting on recruiting him.

Yan Fu was a rather astute person. Hearing Chen Ke speak so clearly, a look of unbearable reluctance appeared on his face. When the People's Party killed people, they never used reasons like "XX is an enemy of the People's Party," but rather held public trial rallies to drag out "enemies of the people" and finish them off. After April 12th, the landlords and gentry in the Southeast Three Provinces almost all had the blood of the common people on their hands. As long as the People's Party fought into the Southeast Three Provinces, a larger-scale storm of "claiming blood debts" was destined to occur. Yan Fu knew very well that apart from Chen Ke, anyone who tried to stop this storm would be torn to shreds by the revolutionary tempest first. The only person capable of stopping this storm, Chen Ke himself, was the initiator of this storm.

"Then I will write to Sa Zhenbing now," Yan Fu said.

After Yan Fu left, Zhang Yu stopped Chen Ke again. "Chairman Chen, will the British make any statement recently?"

"That depends on how the Japanese go crying to the British, right?" Chen Ke replied.

"Crying?" It took Zhang Yu a dozen seconds to figure out the meaning of this crying. Once he understood, he couldn't help laughing out loud. " The Japanese dumped the British to go it alone, and now they still have the face to go crying to the British?"

Chen Ke gave a cold laugh. "Minister Zhang, this shows you don't understand the Japanese. There are no strategists in the country of Japan. Our People's Party also plays some little tricks, but our strategic backbone is never built on these little tricks. But the Japanese are different; they have a heavy speculative mentality and opportunism runs rampant. They belong to the type that wants to fully utilize every available opportunity. If the Japanese go crying to the British, they will absolutely not mention the matter of dumping the British to go it alone. Instead, they will tell the British that our People's Party is now attempting to achieve China's independence and liberation, and this independence and liberation run completely counter to the interests of British global hegemony. So Japan has paid such a price for British interests and needs the British to give a brother a hand at this critical moment."

"Haha!" Zhang Yu couldn't help laughing. "Truly a model of opportunism, and what the Japanese are saying is the truth too."

"So, the British statement will definitely still be the same old set. Since they are powerless to intervene in Asian affairs now, they only fantasize about temporarily stabilizing the contradictions first." Chen Ke didn't think the British could do anything else either.

Zhang Yu nodded repeatedly. "I now understand why we have to exchange military technology with the German captives. Originally, I thought we were losing out by doing this. But looking at the long term, taking a loss is actually gaining an advantage."

However, on the same day Zhang Yu and Chen Ke mocked the Japanese and British, news came from the Wuhu area. Two warships flying the Japanese naval flag approached the Wuhu area and shelled Wuhu. The artillery on the Wuhu side immediately returned fire, and the mine troops, who had been prepared for a long time, also launched a mine attack on the Japanese warships. The Japanese warships were clever; seeing the People's Party counterattack immediately, they quickly turned their bows and slipped away.

After facing a series of great victories by Japan and then suddenly encountering such a display of power, the members of the People's Party Military Commission immediately became angry. Even Chen Ke was pulled from the industrial cadre training class to continue the meeting.

"What is this attitude from the British?" The comrades did not blame the Japanese but pointed the finger at the British side. Theoretically, the Yangtze River basin was British territory. Without British permission, warships of other countries could not enter the Yangtze. Now that Japanese warships had suddenly launched such a surprise attack, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army couldn't help but question what role the British played behind the scenes.

For several months, the British Yangtze Fleet had been awkwardly docked near Wuhan. This "presence" seemed laughable, but if the British had truly completely indulged the Japanese, then the situation would undergo a huge change.

Chen Ke hadn't been involved in military management for nearly half a year, and he was also somewhat surprised to encounter such a thing suddenly. But Chen Ke quickly returned to his basic state. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had also been deeply angry because the Yankees were showing off their strength around China. However, in some later discussions, many friends raised a point: the Yankees were indeed suppressing China, but the Yankees at least maintained a global operational system. Even if China pushed the US over and dominated the Western Pacific itself, the cost paid compared to the benefits might not necessarily be cheaper than the global operational system maintained by the Yankees.

The People's Party always told the British "maintain the status quo." What was to be maintained was actually just this sphere of influence constructed by the British in Asia. For the People's Party, the British presence on the Yangtze was actually a barrier ensuring no other countries intervened in the Yangtze River basin. There weren't many comrades within the party who truly fully understood this issue, so the sudden raid by the Japanese warships caused quite a shock to everyone.

But the comrades grasped the focus of the contradiction after all. Everyone wanted to figure out directly what the British were thinking, which was a very correct line of thought.

As the Minister of Propaganda, Zhang Yu also took on diplomatic work. He naturally noticed the gazes of all the comrades looking at him. Zhang Yu didn't act coy either. "I will contact the British, but the British may not be willing to tell the truth."

"Why?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Zhang Yu thought while speaking slowly, "If this was truly indulged by the British, then when we go to the British, they will definitely be vague. What they want is this effect of intimidation. If this was not indulged by the British but was an action by the Japanese themselves, then it means the Japanese side is attempting to drag the British into the water. Then the British have even less reason to explain clearly to us. We don't have a navy and can't truly punish the British. What's the point of the British explaining clearly to us? To prove that they can't even control their own little brother?"

Listening to Zhang Yu's analysis, Hua Xiongmao's eyes lit up. "The British Yangtze Fleet hasn't made a move yet."

After hearing this inexplicable sentence, the comrades of the Military Commission were stunned at first, but sooner or later, they successively understood what Hua Xiongmao was trying to say. Regardless of the British attitude, the subsequent actions of the British Yangtze Fleet would be the British reaction to this matter.

"Don't worry about the British reaction. Hit the Japanese hard, hit them until the British have to come out and make a clear statement." Chen Ke didn't really think the British attitude was that important. The US in the early 21st century was much stronger than the UK in the early 20th century, and it still couldn't hold on in Afghanistan. China's destiny had never been manipulated by foreigners; it could only be manipulated by China itself. On this point, Chen Ke had always been insistent.

"Then I just have to wait for the British to come to our door!" Zhang Yu laughed.

Chen Ke didn't smile. He just said calmly, "In China, naturally, the British have to come begging at our door!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the intelligence officer handed in the latest intelligence: a part of the British Yangtze Fleet had begun to head downriver. This news made the comrades of the Military Commission look surprised. Chen Ke waved his hand, "Ignore them, continue with our own strategy!"

Thanks to the People's Party's control from Hebei to Wuhan, Britain could finally rely on the wired telegraph constantly strengthened by the People's Party to transmit news. The news of Japanese warships breaking into the Yangtze and shelling Wuhu was quickly transmitted from the British concession in Wuhu to Wuhan, and then from Wuhan to Beijing. The British Minister in Beijing immediately ordered a part of the British Yangtze Fleet to go to Shanghai; they had to stop the Japanese fleet from continuing this no matter what.

Although the news of Japan's major defeat in the Northeast had not yet reached the British, after the Japanese fleet pulled such a stunt, the British Minister was already very clear that the Japanese war in the Northeast had failed. The Japanese fleet doing this had no other purpose than to drag the British into the water as well. Even if Britain didn't stand on the Japanese side, the People's Party's attitude towards the British would become greatly hostile. The beneficiary of the hostility between the People's Party and Britain in the near term would definitely be the Japanese.

The British Minister didn't even bother to summon the Japanese Minister. The British Minister could completely imagine what the Japanese Minister would say. Nothing more than how the rise of the People's Party was unfavorable to Britain. If asked about the Japanese warships charging into the Yangtze, the Japanese Minister would play dumb and say he didn't know. If the Japanese government was asked through diplomatic channels, the Japanese government would definitely use that bureaucratic system set to deal with the British Minister.

How to deal with Japan was a matter for later. The urgent task now was not to let the situation deteriorate further. After all, the Yangtze River basin was the British world. Britain absolutely could not accept such things happening again where Japanese warships conducted military operations unilaterally in the Yangtze River basin, especially when such unilateral actions damaged British interests.

"The latest order from home is for the People's Party to accept our bonds." Sir Humphrey discussed the latest situation with the Minister. The People's Party's trade model of living within its means had brought the trade volume between Britain and the People's Party to an unprecedented level, but this trade still could not meet Britain's current needs. The People's Party's canned goods, furs, chemical products, and even industrial products were all urgently needed by Britain at present, but Britain simply didn't have that many commodities to trade. The best way was to get the People's Party to accept British war bonds. But this was also the most difficult goal. The current relationship between the People's Party and the British could definitely not be called friendly. Sir Humphrey knew very well that as long as Britain turned to support the People's Party's demands, the contradictions between the two sides could be resolved immediately. But this was also a condition Britain could absolutely not accept.

What the People's Party pursued was China's independence and sovereignty integrity. Once China successfully obtained these, the model of dominance constructed by Britain in the Far East would undergo a huge change. Britain could not accept this change. So right now, even if they had to hold their noses, they had to maintain the basic framework of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

The British Minister understood this point very well. "The People's Party has a very deep understanding of the world situation." This euphemism actually meant that Britain could not currently change the People's Party's attitude through intimidation. A China that knew the true situation of Britain would not fear Britain.

"I always feel that Chen Ke has many issues he wants to solve, only he isn't willing to say them yet. If we can talk to him about these, perhaps we can solve these problems." Sir Humphrey was no longer hostile to Chen Ke. A smart opponent might actually be better able to achieve the maximization of mutual interests than a muddled collaborator.

"Sir, do you have any ideas?" The British Minister knew there must be a reason for Humphrey saying this.

Sir Humphrey said somewhat hesitantly, "I once talked with Chen Ke about the issue of continuing to expand trade volume. Chen Ke made a very interesting suggestion. He hoped to participate in palm oil production in Malaya."

"Palm oil?" The British Minister felt quite surprised.

"Yes, palm oil." Sir Humphrey didn't know much about palm oil, so he answered without much confidence. However, after the People's Party's technological capabilities and vision had been proven multiple times, he didn't have any prejudice against this.

"What exactly does Chen Ke want?" The British Minister only wanted to know Chen Ke's demands.

"Chen Ke wants to lease land in Malaya to plant oil palms, and the palm oil produced will be shipped back to China."

"How much land does he want to lease? How much is he willing to pay?" The British Minister simply voiced the matters he was most concerned about.

Sir Humphrey answered in a very cautious tone, "He hopes to be able to lease 1 million hectares of land for planting oil palms."

1 million hectares was 10,000 square kilometers, a land area one hundred kilometers long and one hundred kilometers wide. It was truly laughable and suspicious that the People's Party actually wanted to get such a large piece of land in Malaya. However, the British Minister did not discuss this issue; he asked Sir Humphrey bluntly, "How much is Chen Ke preparing to pay?"

This time, it was Sir Humphrey's turn to be tongue-tied and speechless.

"The British want to discuss the issue of leasing land in Malaya with us?" Chen Ke was also very surprised after receiving this telegram. Palm oil was a good thing; it was excellent oil for frying instant noodles and making KFC and McDonald's. in the 21st century, Malaysia and Indonesia could provide over 20 million tons of palm oil annually. China lacked oil; the People's Party had imported a large number of coconuts from the Philippines in recent years, and coconut oil had already greatly supplemented the oil supply in the People's Party base areas. If they could obtain a supply of palm oil, they wouldn't need tens of millions of tons; if they could get 5 million tons annually, China's population of 500 million could get 20 jin of palm oil per person per year. This was no small matter to joke about.

But regarding this suggestion from the British, the first thing Chen Ke thought of was not the future possibilities, but the attitude behind this British move.

"Comrade Li Runshi will negotiate with the British on the matter of leasing land in Malaya to open plantations." On March 7, 1916, the Hebei Provincial Committee received this telegram. Entering March, Beijing had also reached the season of spring warmth and blooming flowers. No matter how bizarre this order was, the Hebei Provincial Committee had no intention of refusing.

Also on this day, the Japanese 19th Division, which had trekked with difficulty in the Changbai Mountains, finally endured all kinds of painful experiences and met the guide troops sent by the Japanese army to receive them. The members of the "Government of the Republic of China" who retreated with the 19th Division shivered in the cold wind while feeling truly happy.

The terrible march in the mountains faced shortages of grain, shortages of food, and the invasion of low temperatures. Every day, people fell and never stood up again. Moreover, every day they had to worry about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army troops catching up from behind and dealing a fatal blow to this exhausted marching column. After meeting the guide troops who came to welcome them, although the languages were different, these people who had escaped with their lives with great difficulty cheered together.
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Title: Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (3)

"The 19th Division has returned to Korea," Saionji Kinmochi said to Takahashi Korekiyo with a face full of anger. Takahashi Korekiyo's home in Tokyo was not large; without the various furnishings in the courtyard, one could see the bare ground of the small courtyard just by turning one's head. Although Saionji Kinmochi did not want to glare at Takahashi Korekiyo, he could only glare at him. Crossing the Changbai Mountains in winter, the 19th Division had lost all its heavy weapons. Fortunately, due to Yamagata Aritomo's orders, the Japanese troops stationed in Korea sent out guide units, which prevented the troops from suffering outrageous casualties. Moreover, compared to the result of the total annihilation of the 6th and 7th Divisions, the 19th Division had at least returned to Korea.

"Saionji-kun, I also heard that the Japanese fleet bombarded Wuhu?" Takahashi Korekiyo didn't care about the 19th Division at all. He was not completely without eyes and ears; Takahashi knew a little about the Japanese army's predicament.

Saionji Kinmochi said fiercely in a tone very different from usual: "Bombarding Qingdao and Lianyungang is meaningless. We must put greater pressure on the People's Party now. Even if the Army is useless, the Navy is not comparable to those horse dung in the Army."

"But the Navy doesn't have any definite battle results either, right?" Takahashi Korekiyo said as if nothing had happened.

Hearing this, Saionji Kinmochi frowned first, and then almost subconsciously crossed his arms over his chest. "Takahashi-kun, you don't intend to decide to end the war on your own, do you?"

Takahashi Korekiyo nodded, "Yes, I want to end the war. But I hope Saionji-kun can support me. We have already failed in Manchuria. If we continue to fight, we will only draw the flames of war from Manchuria to Korea. At that time, unless we make huge concessions, the British will not participate in mediation at all."

"In the Sino-Japanese War, we won easily through landing operations..." Saionji Kinmochi couldn't help but want to refute.

"Warships can't sail into Pyongyang. Landing operations only send large numbers of army troops onto the battlefield," Takahashi Korekiyo said loudly.

Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. He didn't quite understand whether Takahashi Korekiyo was mocking the Navy or the Army. The Navy had limitations in its scope of combat application, and the Army was truly no match for the People's Party. Regardless of the battle record, neither the Japanese Army nor Navy could guarantee victory in the war.

Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to play any riddles. Seeing Saionji Kinmochi subconsciously taking out his pipe, he stepped forward and lit a match for Saionji with a steel lighter, then placed the lighter earnestly in front of Saionji. Saionji Kinmochi was slightly puzzled by Takahashi's action. After carefully looking at the lighter, Saionji's expression also became very ugly. That lighter was made in China. The logo was a beautiful firefly, and below it was printed in simplified characters "Manufactured by Wuhan Lighter Factory", and at the very bottom was a line of English: MadeInChina.

"There are many such lighters in Japan. Because they are cheap, ordinary people can afford them. Filled with gasoline or alcohol, they can be used. If really necessary, filling them with strong liquor can barely light them. They are all smuggled from China by merchants." Takahashi Korekiyo sat back in his seat and answered calmly, "As far as I know, just last year, China exported millions of such lighters to Britain and France, not including the sales of flints. Saionji-kun, if we cannot decisively terminate the war now, but instead willfully continue to expand the war, the flames of war will definitely burn into Korea. If the British do not intervene in the war in Korea, we will lose the opportunity to utilize the European war."

Saionji Kinmochi knew Takahashi Korekiyo's consistent attitude. He couldn't help but say in a mocking tone: "Why can the People's Party do business with the British while fighting a war? We can't."

Takahashi Korekiyo sneered, "Because China has vast territory and endless resources. The victory of the People's Party only allows them to control more and more land, population, and resources. Our mining investments in northern Korea bear the brunt of the war. If the war continues like this, our supply of raw materials will only decrease."

Saionji Kinmochi also sneered, "Then the Army Ministry will also tell Takahashi-kun that if we cannot defeat the People's Party, Korea cannot be kept."

"It's not that I haven't given the Army a chance! What kind of mess did they make of the war in Manchuria? Three and a half divisions were annihilated. Including Mantetsu, we lost 100,000 people and countless investments. Are they preparing to do it again in Korea?" Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude was rarely close to rage.

Saionji Kinmochi looked at Takahashi Korekiyo's performance and suddenly wanted to let Takahashi personally explode at those guys in the Army Ministry. However, he quickly dispelled this almost vengeful thought. Takahashi Korekiyo was now the Prime Minister supported by the Navy, and his financial ability was also urgently needed at present. Saionji Kinmochi said: "Takahashi-kun, you feel that you are the Prime Minister leading Japan, but the Army Ministry believes that the Prime Minister should be someone who serves their policies. Although I agree with your point of view, I still hope you can see the essence clearly."

Takahashi Korekiyo was certainly very clear about these essences. The struggle between the Japanese Army and Navy also included political differences between the Army Ministry's "anti-party politics" and the Navy Ministry's support for "party politics". Whether it was the late Katsura Taro or Katsura Taro's teacher Yamagata Aritomo who was still alive, they were both opposed to party politics. The reason Katsura Taro formed a political party himself was essentially to form a "political organization opposing party politics" wrapped in the skin of a political party. There were actually significant political differences between Takahashi Korekiyo and Saionji Kinmochi, but the two were quite consistent in dealing with this "political organization opposing party politics".

"Saionji-kun, I know the Army Ministry will definitely try to carry this war through to the end. Although I feel it might be better if they were defeated, they won't go to die themselves, but will try every means to drag the entire Japan down with them. I will definitely do my best to stop them, but I hope you can still think about the candidate for the next Prime Minister." Takahashi Korekiyo said.

"I won't let those people in the Army Ministry succeed." Saionji Kinmochi didn't feel that things had developed to such an extent.

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a bitter smile. He said in a heavy voice: "No, Saionji-kun, the problem with Japan right now lies in the refusal to face reality. The people are unwilling to admit that we have been defeated; the people believe that the Great Japanese Empire will not be defeated. Coupled with the instigation of some people, the Japanese people will think that as long as the war continues, the current defeat is merely a footnote to future victory. So the more they pursue victory, the more they fail; the more they fail, the more impossible victory becomes. Because the people do not understand that the current China is no longer the China of the past. Now I want to tell the Japanese people, tell everyone in Japan, in the capacity of the Cabinet Prime Minister, that this idea is wrong. Of course, I also know that the result of my doing so will definitely not be good. Regardless of the result, I will be forced to resign from the position of Prime Minister."

Now Saionji Kinmochi was completely stunned. He never expected that Takahashi Korekiyo had made such a decision. Even if he thought what Takahashi said made a lot of sense, Saionji could not fully accept Takahashi's view, which was to "admit defeat".

Takahashi Korekiyo knew Saionji Kinmochi's thoughts very well. He stared at the hesitant Saionji and continued: "Only by admitting defeat can we continue to fight on everything the Great Japanese Empire still possesses now. If we do not admit defeat, then the Army will definitely demand to retake Manchuria, or even conquer China as the goal. Saionji-kun, what do you think the result of that would be?"

Saionji Kinmochi finally completely understood what Takahashi Korekiyo was saying. Takahashi was prepared to fight to the end with that bunch in the Army Ministry. Not only that, but Takahashi was also prepared to do his best to reverse Japan's current strategic view. Saionji knew very well that the price to be paid for such an action was not just as simple as Takahashi not being able to be Prime Minister. At that time, not only the Japanese Army, but almost the entire cabinet, including the Navy, would be Takahashi's enemies. Takahashi was using his political life to issue a tragic challenge.

However, as a politician, Saionji Kinmochi quickly recovered his calm from this moved emotion. This kind of gamble destined for failure was not something ordinary people could decide on. Not to mention that Takahashi Korekiyo actually had more choices; there was really no need to adopt such a method. Saionji strongly suspected that Takahashi was adopting some kind of political strategy. So Saionji did not make any evaluation or promise regarding Takahashi's statement.

However, what happened next was greatly beyond Saionji Kinmochi's expectations. Takahashi Korekiyo fully exercised his authority as Prime Minister. The plan proposed by the Army Ministry to amass heavy troops in Korea and march into Manchuria after spring was firmly rejected by him. Moreover, Takahashi ordered Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki to contact the British. Although Makino Nobuaki was a diplomat who extremely advocated for the liberal faction and his stance on promoting Japanese democratic politics was completely consistent with Takahashi and Saionji, facing Takahashi's move to "wake up the Japanese people to face reality", Makino still felt very panicked.

Admitting defeat was not an easy thing for Japan at present. Even admitting a partial defeat would not only deal a huge blow to public morale but also generate great distrust of Japan from the Entente Powers. Makino Nobuaki said hesitantly: "Takahashi-kun, I think there is no problem with the request you want me to convey to the British, but do we really have to go this far?"

Takahashi Korekiyo answered without hesitation: "If we cannot suppress the Army Ministry, the Great Japanese Empire will definitely suffer even greater losses! After losing Manchuria, we absolutely cannot lose Korea as well."

Makino Nobuaki was not completely ignorant of the current military situation. He asked: "How exactly is Takahashi-kun sure that the People's Party will accept British mediation?"

Takahashi Korekiyo said firmly: "Because the People's Party still hasn't refused to join the Entente Powers up to now. What they need is merely to see to what extent the Entente Powers can make concessions. As long as we admit our failure in Manchuria and request the Entente Powers to mediate this matter, then the People's Party will not dare to attack Korea. If we give up this opportunity and just blindly expand the war, in the present moment where we suffer continuous defeats, the Entente Powers will absolutely not be willing to endorse Japan. Think about how the European and American powers mediated conflicts between other countries and China back then! Imagine the result of the Russo-Japanese War! When have the powers ever truly supported the loser?"

Makino Nobuaki stopped talking. He completely understood what Takahashi Korekiyo meant by "admitting failure". If Japan refused to admit past failures, had no means to reverse the failure at present, and continued to fail in future gambles, the Entente Powers would not truly support Japan at all.

However, Makino Nobuaki did not believe that Takahashi Korekiyo could really succeed in establishing a democratic party politics Japan. At least right now, blocking Takahashi's path was the powerful Japanese Army Ministry. He said very implicitly: "Takahashi-kun, there are also quite a few officers in the Navy Ministry who believe that relying on bombarding the coastal cities of the People's Party, or even attacking important cities in the Yangtze River basin of the People's Party, can force the People's Party to submit."

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a rare sneer, "Do the Army and Navy really not know that Japan still owes the British six hundred million pounds in debt that needs to be repaid? Do they really not know that Japan's economy is now facing the brink of collapse?"

At the mention of this issue, Makino Nobuaki also fell silent.

Takahashi Korekiyo might have worried too much. It was obvious that the Japanese Army Ministry knew about Japan's current debt situation. While Takahashi was constantly contacting various parties, preparing to launch diplomatic and internal political adjustments based on "Japan admitting defeat in Manchuria", newspapers closely related to the Army Ministry suddenly published articles about raising war loans during the Russo-Japanese War. The articles wantonly criticized Takahashi Korekiyo for disregarding the situation where Japan already had victory within its grasp during the war fundraising, and just for personal prestige, disregarding Japan's national strength to borrow heavily, causing Japan to be burdened with huge debts. It was precisely these debts that made Japan struggle difficultly at present.

First one newspaper, then several newspapers commented on this matter. Some criticized directly, some seemed to stand on a fair angle but actually accused Takahashi of acting recklessly out of selfishness. There were even various "speculations" accusing Takahashi of lining his own pockets by using the issuance of war bonds.

Takahashi Korekiyo keenly felt that there was a problem behind this matter. If it were according to the tradition of the Army Ministry, they might have rushed into his office with pistols, shouted first, and then slapped the pistols on the table to threaten him. But such a tactic of smearing by creating public opinion first was definitely not a strategy that those single-track-minded fools in the Army Ministry could come up with. There was definitely a guy proficient in party struggles behind this acting as a promoter. Who exactly was this hidden enemy? Takahashi Korekiyo had to suspect that the hardliners in the Navy had major suspicions.

However, this was not the time to look for the perpetrator. With the courage of burning one's boats, Takahashi Korekiyo went to visit the current overlord of the Army faction, and the retired Army Marshal Yamagata Aritomo.

The talk naturally could not achieve any effect. No matter how Takahashi Korekiyo presented facts and reasoned with Yamagata Aritomo, telling him that by admitting the current partial failure, Japan could use the opportunity of the European war to solve Japan's debt problem, and after the finances fully improved, Japan would have plenty of opportunities to regain a dominant position over China, Yamagata Aritomo just had a cold attitude and didn't take these words to heart at all.

When Takahashi Korekiyo had to admit that he couldn't persuade Yamagata Aritomo and left dejectedly, Yamagata Aritomo sneered, "That servant Prime Minister sure can talk."
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After Takahashi Korekiyo left, Yamagata Aritomo only ridiculed this "Prime Minister" with a sentence, but the high-ranking generals of the Army Ministry in Yamagata Aritomo's house were already bristling with anger. In the Japanese Army, one cannot admit tactical failure. Admitting failure means one must "bravely take responsibility," which would mean a large number of people would need to commit seppuku to apologize. Except for the 19th Division Commander who fled back, the other several divisions were all annihilated. This meant no one could "bravely take responsibility." If no division commander bravely took responsibility, then the responsibility could only fall on the heads of the living. Someone in the Army Ministry had to be brave.

The People's Party is the Party commanding the gun. Commanders at all levels are basically Party members. Party committees, command operational meetings, commanders' pre-battle mobilization meetings and discussions, post-battle discussions. The many meetings that integrate the whole army seem complicated, but after such discussions covering almost the entire force, responsibilities become clear. If problems arise in any link of the operation, it is extremely difficult for anyone to truly shirk responsibility.

The Japanese Army Ministry is different. The hierarchy makes this army itself full of various inequalities, and lower-ranking soldiers are even more unequal than other soldiers. Asking senior officers to take responsibility is fundamentally unrealistic in Japan.

However, cursing Takahashi Korekiyo solves nothing. Yamagata Aritomo couldn't be bothered to curse these juniors in the Army Ministry. Instead, the old man mentioned several times the incident when Emperor Meiji forcibly recalled him from Korea to Japan. Yamagata believed that if Japan had been firmer then and attacked Beijing with all its might, forcing the Manchu Qing government to completely cede the Northeast would have been very easy.

The generals and officers of the Army Ministry listened to the old Marshal's complaints, not daring to show the slightest disrespect on their faces, but they couldn't help mocking him in their hearts. If Emperor Meiji hadn't recalled Yamagata Aritomo to Japan back then, Yamagata Aritomo would have had to commit seppuku to apologize for his defeat. How could it be his turn now to complain and curse like this?

"Your Excellency, are we to let Takahashi Korekiyo spread defeatist remarks?" the Vice Minister of the Army asked Yamagata Aritomo.

As the saying goes, the older, the wiser. Yamagata Aritomo didn't want to wipe the asses of this bunch in the Army Ministry at all. War is more realistic than anything. No matter how much they talk about "Seven Lives to Serve the Country," Yamagata Aritomo knew very well that every general and officer in the Army Ministry expected to "Seven Lives of Victory" by participating in a victorious war, not to die in vain in a failed war. After the tragic war in Northeast China, the Japanese Army had already lost the will to compete with the People's Party on the snowy battlefield. The Battle of Qingdao also proved that winter was not the decisive factor for the People's Party to annihilate Japanese divisions. Regarding how to fight future wars, the Army Ministry had not yet come up with a clear line of thought. Even the only consensus in the Army Ministry, that "the war must go on," was subject to debate regarding exactly when and under what circumstances to continue the war.

"If that servant Prime Minister can drag the British in, it wouldn't be a bad thing," Yamagata Aritomo said.

The people in the Army Ministry were stunned at first, but soon understood Yamagata Aritomo's thinking. What the Army needed now was time to reorganize the troops. Japan currently had 21 regular divisions and four mixed brigades. The total strength was around 700,000 men. Since the start of the Battle of Qingdao, the Japanese Army had successively had four divisions and one brigade annihilated as organized units. Adding other losses that definitely amounted to a brigade's strength, five divisions had already been wiped out on Chinese soil. Even if the logistical units of these five divisions that remained in Japan were not annihilated, the troops killed on the front line alone exceeded 100,000. Plus the South Manchuria Railway (Mantetsu), which was closely related to the Army, being exterminated by the People's Party, the Japanese Army's total losses exceeded 150,000.

Generally speaking, if a force loses 30% of its troops, it can be considered to have lost combat effectiveness. The Japanese Army had now lost over 20% of its strength, very close to the danger line of losing 30%. If the war continued, the 8th Division in Korea would have to face tens of thousands of troops rushing into Korea from Northeast China. In terms of combat power, the 8th Division could not resist no matter what. If the 8th Division were annihilated, Japan's 21 regular divisions would be left with only 16, fewer than at the end of the Russo-Japanese War 10 years ago.

Not admitting defeat is one thing, but preventing the war from expanding in the short term and letting Japan gain a chance to catch its breath is not a bad thing. If the British can be thoroughly dragged into the war, Japan might even be able to turn defeat into victory.

"But Takahashi Korekiyo is now demanding the Army admit a tactical defeat. His purpose is to limit the size of the Army," said the Vice Minister of the Army.

"Takahashi Korekiyo not only wants to limit the size of the Army, but also the size of the Navy. Do you think those in the Navy can't see through this?" Yamagata Aritomo sneered. "This servant Prime Minister wants to suppress Japan's armaments across the board to save money to promote his economic plan. His longer-term goal is to establish the sound democratic politics he fantasizes about. Saionji Kinmochi wants to promote constitutional politics and some 'Japan of the World'. They just don't understand that the world today relies only on strong military power. If we had taken advantage of the collapse of the Manchu Qing to fight into Manchuria and annex Manchuria and Mongolia, how could there be the current predicament?"

The generals of the Army Ministry all knew that Yamagata Aritomo had proposed this military plan when the Manchu Qing collapsed, but Saionji Kinmochi tried hard to support the Beiyang government. Although it expanded Japan's interests in China, he was repeatedly criticized by Yamagata Aritomo. Criticizing Saionji Kinmochi was a common occurrence for Yamagata Aritomo, but the Army Ministry generals noticed that Saionji Kinmochi did not advocate fighting to the death with the People's Party immediately this time.

"Send another five divisions to Korea, and at the same time send someone to tell Takahashi Korekiyo that the Army Ministry will absolutely not lose the courage to attack because of this small setback. Ask Takahashi Korekiyo to allocate pension funds. If he can do that, I think everyone should work together at this juncture," said Yamagata Aritomo.

The Army generals quickly understood the meaning in Yamagata Aritomo's words. If Takahashi Korekiyo did not accuse the Army of failure, continued to pay war funds, and quietly took out the death pensions, then the Army Ministry could support Takahashi Korekiyo's "reckless actions" at this stage.

The first two naturally went without saying. The Army Ministry's biggest headache was the pension issue. According to the situation the Army Ministry understood, most of these 150,000 people were war dead. The Army Ministry harbored great anger towards these war dead. They not only ruined the military superiority over China that Japan had established over the years, but the more practical content was that large sum of pension money. Although these Army officers and soldiers all died on the Chinese mainland and could be temporarily dealt with as "unable to verify," the truth would come out sooner or later. How would the Army Ministry face the families of those war dead then? So the pension had to be prepared. As long as there was money, plus manipulating public opinion and silencing mouths, the Army Ministry could suppress the waves of opposition from the people. Otherwise, if the families of hundreds of thousands of dead made a scene, the Army Ministry really couldn't stand it. Takahashi Korekiyo used the excuse of "protecting constitutional government" to overthrow the Katsura Taro cabinet back then. The lesson from the past was only a few years ago.

Although Yamagata Aritomo, like other old men of his age, liked to nag and complain, the old man still saw problems very clearly on such major issues. This made those Japanese Army generals who once had dissatisfaction in their hearts immediately feel great respect again.

Takahashi Korekiyo never expected the Army Ministry's reaction to be so fast. He had just left Yamagata Aritomo's house and returned to his official residence when people from the Army Ministry came to visit. Compared to the Army Ministry's proposed requirements and their consistent stance, it wasn't even excessive. But Takahashi Korekiyo also knew clearly that the Army Ministry would definitely make its own demands.

Sure enough, the visiting Vice Minister of the Army suddenly asked: "Takahashi-kun, are you a patriot?"

Takahashi Korekiyo smiled: "I think patriotism is not something to be eager for quick success and instant benefit, but requires dedicating one's life to serve the country. More importantly, patriotism does not equal being able to override the country with patriotic ideas."

The Vice Minister of the Army sighed slightly, "Takahashi-kun, the current Japanese citizens only know how to shirk responsibility. When encountering difficulties, they don't know how to serve the country wholeheartedly, but push the responsibility to the upper levels. Since this is the case, why not unite Japan under an ideal? Tens of millions of citizens unite in sincerity and serve the country with one heart. Only in this way can we resist the great powers and complete the eternal foundation for the Great Japanese Empire."

Takahashi Korekiyo felt disgusted in his heart. Leaving aside the Army Ministry's ideals, the Army Ministry's rhetoric had a taste of "unchanging for ten thousand years." It was nothing more than that set of uniting all citizens under one ideal and one goal. To put it bluntly, the Army Ministry wanted to take charge of the entire Japan and turn Japan into a large military camp. This was precisely what Takahashi Korekiyo opposed the most.

"I do not oppose war, but I oppose the belief that war can solve all problems. War must be adapted to one's own national strength." Takahashi Korekiyo tried to instill some modern national concepts into this horse-dung head of a Vice Minister again. "In the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, we Japan fully utilized the international situation, and with the hard work of you gentlemen, we had a series of victories. But in this war, we Japan are fighting alone, so we encountered various setbacks. However, as long as we stabilize the current situation, the international situation is very favorable for Japanese exports. If we work hard starting this year, we still have a chance to completely solve the debt problem..."

The Vice Minister of the Army looked at Takahashi Korekiyo like he was looking at a monster. It wasn't that the Vice Minister didn't know how large the huge debt Japan owed was. Takahashi Korekiyo actually thought he could pay off the debt. This couldn't help but make the Vice Minister of the Army suspect that Takahashi Korekiyo was crazy.

Although Takahashi Korekiyo did not think the Vice Minister of the Army could understand economics, he still took out a thick plan and put it on the table. This plan was the crystallization of Takahashi Korekiyo's painstaking efforts, covering procurement for the Entente Powers in the European war, economic surveys of various Asian countries and regions, and various assessments and expectations. In the final chart was a prediction by Takahashi Korekiyo: by 1918, Japan might be able to completely pay off all debts by living frugally.

Regardless of whether the Vice Minister of the Army could really understand these economic issues, when explaining to this point, Takahashi Korekiyo's voice was full of enthusiasm. "As long as we get rid of the debt shackles, the Great Japanese Empire will have a bright future. We Japan will definitely be able to stand on the world stage with a brand new posture."

Perhaps moved by Takahashi Korekiyo's attitude, the Vice Minister of the Army also said in a tone full of enthusiasm: "If we can really get rid of the debt, Takahashi-kun, we can join hands and build a new world belonging to the Great Japanese Empire together!"

Takahashi Korekiyo's mood, which was originally overflowing with beautiful ideals, was instantly nauseated by these words. The "new world belonging to the Great Japanese Empire" mentioned by the Vice Minister of the Army, needless to ask, was definitely a new world conquered by military force. The brains of Army horse-dung were like horse dung; there were no wrinkles on them. But Takahashi Korekiyo didn't want to destroy this shred of progress that had been hard to come by. If he didn't have the cooperation of this bunch of Army horse-dung, this diplomatic work really couldn't be carried out.

To save Korea, they had to rely on the British, rely on the Entente Powers. But the negative impact caused to the British by Japan's failed independent action this time could not be dispelled in the short term. After exhausting diplomatic efforts to make the British believe that Japan would not continue to run wild alone, if the Army horse-dungs went back on their word and did this again, all of Takahashi Korekiyo's plans would come to naught.

Holding back his dissatisfaction and uneasiness, Takahashi Korekiyo said: "The most important task at present is to let the British intervene in the immediate situation as soon as possible. As long as Britain demands that the People's Party cannot enter Korea in the name of the Entente Powers, it will play a huge role. After stabilizing the front line in Korea, we will do our best to ensure the import of raw materials from Korea to Japan, and at the same time do our best to participate in the development of Southeast Asia. The unfavorable situation will be greatly improved."

"Then can we no longer mention the matter of punishing the violent Chinese?" The Vice Minister of the Army was very good at climbing up the pole.

Takahashi Korekiyo almost held his nose and replied: "I do not oppose war. As long as the situation is restored at present, and as long as the People's Party acts excessively, there will definitely be a brand new joint army action against China. At that time, I still hope that you gentlemen can kill the enemy bravely!"

Since both sides reached a basic understanding of their positions, the Vice Minister of the Army bargained with Takahashi Korekiyo on the three issues raised by Yamagata Aritomo. Except for the third issue of pension which Takahashi Korekiyo dared not fully agree to, the two sides finally reached an agreement on the other two matters. After finally persuading one of the leaders of the Army horse-dung, Takahashi Korekiyo sent the Vice Minister of the Army away and sat on the sofa exhausted, not wanting to move at all.

But soon, official duties came one after another. The Prime Minister of the Cabinet is not a leisurely job. As long as one is willing to work, there is endless work. Takahashi Korekiyo, who usually worked hard, really didn't want to move again today. The current situation was really incredibly arduous. Whether it was the Army Ministry or the Navy Ministry, they all had a large amount of manpower as support behind them. Takahashi Korekiyo, this Cabinet Prime Minister, was a commander without soldiers. The obedience of the bureaucratic system was merely the attitude of subordinates obeying superiors within the system, and there was no one who had to be loyal to Takahashi Korekiyo. So far, Takahashi Korekiyo seemed to have done a lot of things. But all this was just because others couldn't find a solution to the problem and had to compromise with Takahashi Korekiyo temporarily. He, this Prime Minister, was completely dancing on a tightrope. As long as there was a big change in the situation, all Takahashi Korekiyo's efforts would come to naught.

Precisely because of this understanding, Takahashi Korekiyo let go and went for it. Because he knew that if he failed this time, with the domestic situation in Japan, absolutely no one could drag Japan towards a brighter future in the short term.
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Not long after the people from the Army Ministry left, Saionji Kinmochi hurried over to Takahashi Korekiyo's place. "Takahashi-kun, I heard you agreed to the Army Ministry's demands?" Although he knew Takahashi Korekiyo wasn't the type of "simple and honest fellow" who would look up to the sky and howl before going to his death, Saionji Kinmochi hadn't expected Takahashi Korekiyo to be quite so skilled at compromise.

"Yes. What we need now is the sincere cooperation of all Japanese nationals, including the Army Ministry," Takahashi Korekiyo answered very clearly. After speaking, Takahashi Korekiyo took out another proposal, which was a document regarding the supply of raw materials in economic production. "According to the survey results from these past few years, there are abundant mineral resources in northern Korea. If we want to increase Japan's industrial output, we must fully utilize these minerals. Saionji-kun, if we let those enterprises related to the Navy manage the development, do you think they can achieve sufficient efficiency?"

After looking at the columns of data Takahashi Korekiyo pointed out, Saionji Kinmochi was stunned. Judging from the investment and return items, profitability could only be guaranteed if workers' wages were squeezed down to one-third of the level in Japan. Saionji Kinmochi was naturally clear about the level of exploitation in domestic Japanese enterprises; when wages were compressed to this extent, it was no longer a question of wages, but a question of being unable to survive at all.

"Takahashi-kun, what exactly do you mean by this?" Saionji Kinmochi asked in confusion.

"The Army Ministry can achieve this. I want to let those people from the Army Ministry take on this work," Takahashi Korekiyo said.

"How could the Army Ministry possibly achieve this? Do their workers not need to eat..." Saionji Kinmochi had just reached this point when he began to understand somewhat. Now, Saionji Kinmochi fell silent. After a good while, Saionji Kinmochi finally said to Takahashi Korekiyo, "Takahashi-kun, Korea is also Japanese territory now."

Takahashi Korekiyo said with a grim expression, "Korea is Japanese territory, but no one considers Koreans to be Japanese nationals. Saionji-kun, right now we all must face reality. I have pondered this repeatedly over these past days, and only this method can solve the current predicament. Apart from this, we have absolutely no other way. The People's Party is trading with Europe and America on an extremely large scale. If we in Japan cannot boost our trade scale, we are doomed to fail. Moreover, inside Korea, there are plenty of people who do not regard themselves as Japanese nationals and oppose Japan. They must also be dealt with."

Saionji Kinmochi frowned in contemplation. This was not because Takahashi Korekiyo's plan had sparked Saionji Kinmochi's humanitarian sentiments, but rather because Saionji Kinmochi was considering what kind of consequences would arise in Japanese politics after the Army Ministry obtained the mineral development rights in northern Korea.

Takahashi Korekiyo was very clear about Saionji's thoughts. Dealing with the Army Ministry was actually considered simple; after all, the two sides' standpoints were starkly opposed. Any compromise reached at such a time was a compromise that everyone accepted against their will but had no choice but to accept, so it didn't involve more troublesome issues. Takahashi Korekiyo naturally didn't know that in Chen Ke's timeline, Nixon, a die-hard anti-communist in the 1970s, happened to become the key figure in the détente between the United States and China and the Soviet Union. Because no matter what compromises Nixon reached with the communists, it was impossible for anyone within the United States to accuse Nixon of being a "communist element." No matter what compromise Takahashi Korekiyo reached with the Army Ministry, no one in the Japanese political arena would accuse Takahashi Korekiyo of betraying the Constitutionalist faction to defect to the Army Ministry.

However, the Navy Ministry was precisely the group that was difficult for Takahashi Korekiyo to deal with. Because the Navy Ministry naturally believed that Takahashi Korekiyo favoring the Navy Ministry was normal behavior, any matter that allowed the Army Ministry to obtain "benefits" would be considered by the Navy Ministry as Takahashi Korekiyo betraying the Navy faction. What gave Takahashi Korekiyo a slight sense of relief was that Saionji Kinmochi was at least a statesman who used power to establish order and realize policy frameworks, rather than a politician who made the pursuit of profit his sole goal. Even so, Saionji Kinmochi's silence still exerted immense pressure on Takahashi Korekiyo.

After being silent for a good while, Saionji Kinmochi spoke slowly, "The Army Ministry cannot become the leader of the country, but the Army Ministry also represents a portion of public opinion. And the expression of this public opinion must be incorporated within the constitutional system."

Takahashi Korekiyo's gaze toward Saionji Kinmochi instantly filled with respect. Saionji Kinmochi did not want to take this opportunity to fiercely suppress the Army Ministry, but instead attempted to use this opportunity to bring the Army Ministry into the constitutional system. This kind of vision and breadth of mind was extremely remarkable. Although the process involved was destined to be incredibly arduous, without Saionji Kinmochi's support, this idea could absolutely not even be attempted.

Standing up and bowing deeply to Saionji Kinmochi, Takahashi Korekiyo said, "Thank you so much, Saionji-kun!"

Saionji-kun waved his hand. "Takahashi-kun, I once thought that no matter what, I had to protect your position as Prime Minister. Now, I cannot give you this promise."

Takahashi Korekiyo paused slightly, but he quickly understood the meaning within Saionji Kinmochi's words. If Takahashi Korekiyo still appeared as the spokesperson for the Navy Ministry now, then it would be impossible for Takahashi Korekiyo to receive even the bare minimum of trust from the Army Ministry. Since Takahashi Korekiyo was preparing to rely on his own strength to change Japan's situation, he had to appear as a Prime Minister who truly held power, using a consultation mechanism to gain the recognition and cooperation of all sides. Of course, such a Takahashi Korekiyo could not be constrained by the Navy Ministry alone. Everyone he faced was an enemy, and everyone was also a collaborator.

Facing such a challenge and understanding, Takahashi Korekiyo bowed his head to Saionji Kinmochi once again. "Thank you so much, Saionji-kun!"

Since he had a basic tacit understanding with both the Army faction and the Navy faction, Takahashi Korekiyo acted immediately. In his capacity as Prime Minister, he convened a cabinet meeting to coordinate with various factions as well as the industrial, commercial, and banking sectors to push forward Takahashi Korekiyo's "Taisho Revival Plan."

The Army Ministry had originally thought that although Takahashi Korekiyo spoke nicely on the surface, in reality, he would make things very difficult for them. As a result, when they learned that Takahashi Korekiyo was prepared to offer the Korean mining rights with both hands, the Army Ministry heads were all stunned. This was a massive business deal. Originally, these things were controlled in the hands of bankers, and the relationship between bankers and the Army Ministry had always been less than harmonious. Takahashi Korekiyo arranged a series of preferential measures from the banks to the Army Ministry regarding approval, loans, and other aspects. Although this couldn't satisfy the Army Ministry completely, compared to before, the Army Ministry could fully utilize this resource to satisfy the interests of a large batch of small and medium-sized enterprises related to the Army Ministry. Moreover, with the Army garrisoned in Korea, the Army Ministry could also get a share of the pie through methods like dispatching troops to protect corporate interests. Such a good thing was enough to prove Takahashi Korekiyo's sincerity.

The Navy Ministry received other compensation, including export trade and related shipyard orders. The interest groups related to the Navy Ministry likewise saw a massive pie glistening in front of them.

But all of this had one conclusion at the meeting: to obtain these benefits, Takahashi Korekiyo's "Taisho Revival Plan" had to be implemented smoothly. If this plan could not be launched, everything would be a castle in the air. To start the "Taisho Revival Plan," the Japanese ruling class first had to tacitly "acknowledge the defeat of the Manchurian War." Japan's strategy changed from seizing Manchuria to holding onto Korea.

Seeing that the Army Ministry was already completely tempted and would basically agree to this strategic change, the Vice Minister of the Navy could not help but mock at the expanded cabinet meeting, "If we had adopted the strategy of holding onto Manchuria from the very beginning, I'm afraid the situation would be much better now."

As soon as these words were spoken, before the people from the Army Ministry even changed their expressions, Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo had already slapped the tatami. "Baka! What nonsense are you spouting! Looking at the current situation, we and the People's Party will definitely have a war in Manchuria! There is no strategic misjudgment in this matter!"

Seeing the Navy Minister fly into a rage, the lower-level personnel of the Navy Ministry dared not spout any more nonsense. And Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo did not stop there; he ordered the Vice Minister of the Navy, "You! Apologize to the gentlemen of the Army Ministry!"

Facing the people of the Army Ministry, whose expressions were indescribable, the Vice Minister of the Navy had to obediently lower his head and apologize. Although the Army Ministry knew that the Navy Ministry was showing great sincerity, they had been defeated after all. This fact could not be changed, so they could not make trouble without reason and expand the dispute. In the end, this matter concluded just like that.

Takahashi Korekiyo knew that the current situation had only temporarily quelled the dispute. In the specific execution of the "Taisho Revival Plan," there would be countless small conflicts, and in the future, contradictions would still erupt rather than be thoroughly eliminated. But that was all a matter for after the "Taisho Revival Plan" showed results. Being able to get the Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry to sit together and reach a consensus on grand national strategy was already a rather satisfying matter. To pursue higher goals right now was in itself an unrealistic fantasy.

The Army Ministry's plan to mobilize another four divisions to be stationed in Korea was passed. Likewise, the plan to expand the construction of Navy merchant ships was also passed. Takahashi Korekiyo even agreed to the plan to tighten belts to restore the personnel and equipment organization of the Sixth and Seventh Divisions.

Facing such plans, both the Army Ministry and the Navy Ministry knew that they could not possibly get anything more from Takahashi Korekiyo now. For all current matters, they could only look to see if Takahashi Korekiyo could allow the national strategy to be implemented smoothly.

After all, Takahashi Korekiyo had made the mess, which was already rotten beyond repair, even messier. If they could pull together in times of trouble for the time being, perhaps there was still a glimmer of hope. If this mess were completely overturned, the worst that could happen to Takahashi Korekiyo would be stepping down in disgrace with a body full of infamy. After Takahashi Korekiyo stepped down, who would be willing to take over the mess? Neither the Navy Ministry nor the Army Ministry was willing.

The British side finally received contact from Japanese Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki. Upon learning that Japan actually used the reason of "admitting defeat in Manchuria and requesting the Entente Powers to guarantee the security of Japanese territory" to intervene in the mediation between Japan and the People's Party, the British Minister to China was greatly astonished. For the ambitious Japan to be able to make such a low-profile gesture was not an easy thing. But this request was not something Britain could refuse. Britain had no reason to declare war on the People's Party for Japan's interests. However, Japan was at least a member of the Entente Powers. If the People's Party really fought into the territory of a member state of the Entente Powers, no matter who the opponent was, and no matter whether they had the ability to immediately commit to war, the Entente Powers would have to declare war on that country.

So the British Minister quickly sent a telegram to London, and London also quickly sent a reply. "Britain formally presents a diplomatic note to the People's Party, demanding that the People's Party must not invade Japan!"

Since London had clear instructions, the British Minister immediately sent a telegram to Wuhan, where the Central Committee of the People's Party was located, revealing Britain's attitude to the People's Party. At the same time, a special envoy was dispatched to Wuhan to visit the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke.

When receiving the telegram, the Central Committee of the People's Party could be said to be filled with righteous indignation. Everyone thought that Britain's attitude was truly incredibly arrogant. Being biased to this extent could be considered unprecedented. At the same time, some comrades were worried that the Entente Powers were preparing to make a move against the People's Party.

Even though Chen Ke knew that such a statement was nothing compared to the Munich Agreement, he couldn't figure out what exactly Britain was thinking. At such a critical juncture of fierce war, was Britain really prepared to open another front in Asia?

On March 21, 1916, only after the British special envoy Sir Humphrey hurriedly arrived in Wuhan in person did the People's Party obtain clearer information. Sir Humphrey stated that Japan was willing to cease hostilities, and Britain also intended to facilitate this armistice. But no matter what, the People's Party could not attack Korea. Of course, Britain would absolutely not interfere with the People's Party killing invading Japanese soldiers on Chinese soil.

After Chen Ke explained the situation to the comrades, first there was silence, then fierce voices appeared in the conference room. "The Japanese are wimping out just like that?" This voice was not a cheer, but contained immense annoyance.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was currently preparing to continue combat operations. At this critical moment when the troops' morale was high and their confidence was boundless, no one would feel happy about the British sticking their oar in.

However, Minister of National Defense Hua Xiongmao still tried his best to persuade them, "The Northeast has now entered the days when ice and snow melt, and troop movements and combat operations are encountering greater difficulties. The ice houses that played a huge role in the winter can no longer be used now, and the issue of housing has now been put on the agenda. Four armies, seventy to eighty thousand people, could treat the entire Northeast as their camp in the bitter cold of winter, but now this condition has also disappeared. How to arrange stationing has become a big problem..."

Before he could finish, a comrade from the Military Commission said, "Are we scared just because the British are threatening us?"

Chen Ke waved his hand to stop Hua Xiongmao. "The war to liberate the Northeast has temporarily ended. Fighting in Korea is another war; these two things cannot be conflated."

"Even if we think it's ended, I'm afraid the Japanese don't think it's ended." This was a common worry among many comrades. No one believed that the British were standing on the People's Party's side at this time. After Japan suffered successive major blows, the British were blocking for the Japanese first, waiting for Japan to recover its vitality before attacking again. This possibility was not non-existent.

But Chen Ke, on the contrary, did not have such worries. In his timeline, the Japanese obtained more benefits in World War I, while China was constantly in civil war and its national power continued to plummet. Even so, with the struggle of the Chinese communists and the fierce resistance of the Chinese People's Party, even Chiang Kai-shek did not openly surrender to Japan. The situation could not possibly be worse than that result. So Chen Ke answered, "The British side stated that they are very willing to facilitate peace in East Asia. With the war in the European theater raging right now, the British are speaking from the heart."

"Chairman Chen, you were a staunch supporter of attacking Korea back then," a comrade said.

"Regarding Korea, it's only a question of fighting sooner or later, not a question of whether to fight or not. So I'll say the same thing again: we must seek truth from facts. Let's get the specific situation clear first. Moreover, spring plowing is happening everywhere now. Seizing the time to complete planting is our top priority. If we invest a bit more in infrastructure now, we will likely have a hundredfold harvest in the next year or two. So my view is to agree to Britain's suggestion for coordination." Chen Ke gave his own view.

The comrades of the Party Central Committee naturally knew the importance of construction. Digesting the newly liberated Hebei, northern Shandong, and the Northeast was also more important work. So in the final vote, the Central Committee agreed to the decision to temporarily join the peace negotiations hosted by the British.
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The "sincerity" of the Japanese side in the Sino-Japanese peace negotiations surprised both the British and the People's Party. Japan stated that it could fully cease hostilities with the People's Party under British supervision, hoping to restore peace on land, sea, and air. This sincerity came with no preconditions and no other issues discussed; it was simply, "Stop the war, restore peace."

To a normal country, such a statement would mean one thing: Japan sought a truce, not peace. War is never a game played by two bored parties; war always involves its own interests. When People's Party representative Li Runshi raised this issue, the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache stated that Japan was willing to coexist peacefully with China. However, the People's Party was currently a local government, not the government of China, so Japan could not sign any agreement with the People's Party in the name of a nation. But since Japan desired peace, they could establish a memorandum to ensure both sides tried to resolve problems through consultation rather than resorting directly to force as they had a few months ago.

If the negotiations were with the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang government, they would likely be cheering for this "great victory." But the People's Party representatives were not happy about it. Japan's statement could be said to be "just right"; the approach proposed based on the reality of the situation completely guaranteed Japan's maximum current interests. This war between China and Japan was essentially a war between imperialism and the People's Party for China's interests. Ultimately, this contradiction was the most fundamental conflict point between China and the European and American powers. Japan cleverly withdrew from the vanguard position to a step behind the British, and the British intervened in the matter. The whole contradiction returned to the situation before the conflict. The People's Party had to reach a solution with the British regarding China's interests, and other countries would follow this model. If the People's Party bypassed the British to strike at Japanese "territory," it would be tantamount to directly challenging the British bottom line.

After hearing Japan's statement, the British representative took over the conversation, "We, the Entente Powers, absolutely cannot accept any act of attacking the territory of an Entente member."

Li Runshi spoke with full malice, "What if Japan launches an active attack on us from their territory?"

"We in Japan are willing to pursue peace," the Japanese representative replied with a straight face. "As far as the authorization I have received, our side can sign a two-year peace agreement with your side."

At this point, Li Runshi already understood that Japan did not seek peace at all. Just as the Party Central Committee had inferred, the Japanese side now needed a truce period of at least two years. According to the Japanese war history collected by the People's Party, in the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese army had 55,655 killed in action or died of wounds, 27,192 died of illness (mainly due to beriberi caused by lack of vitamins), and 153,584 wounded. Although the Russo-Japanese War ended with a Japanese victory and Japan seized huge rights and interests in Northeast China, Japan itself still felt it was not worth it, and Japan was about to collapse.

In this Sino-Japanese War, Japan had nearly 150,000 men wiped out from start to finish. Especially in the last two major annihilation battles, due to the severe winter cold, the death rate soared, and the wounded Japanese soldiers set a new high death rate of over 95%. It was completely understandable that Japan sought a truce. The possibility of them continuing the war regardless of everything was actually not great.

Li Runshi felt that Japan's current strength was much stronger than during the Russo-Japanese War. If it had lost so many troops in the Russo-Japanese War, Japan would probably have collapsed. Now, without the support of other European and American powers, Japan was still able to stabilize the situation after suffering such losses alone; it was indeed quite remarkable. Of course, the European countries that had millions of soldiers die on the European battlefield and could still grit their teeth and persist in the war were even more forces not to be underestimated.

At the same time, Li Runshi also had more confidence in the current People's Party regime. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lost 150,000 troops, it would cause considerable damage to the army, but it would be far from breaking its backbone and forcing it to ask for a truce.

As a negotiator, Li Runshi's discretion was not large. The Central Committee had actually agreed to a truce in principle, and currently, the Central Committee did not think bargaining would have much meaning. International justice had always been within the range of cannons. Since the People's Party did not have a navy, forcibly demanding safety at sea would only give others a handle to grab. Besides, what the British needed now was not to disrupt the shipping order in the Western Pacific, but to try their best to maintain this shipping order during the war. The People's Party's request regarding maritime transport completely missed the point.

Glancing at the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache, Li Runshi smiled and said, "Everyone wants peace. I wonder how the Japanese side plans to specifically implement this peace?"

After several days of discussion, China and Japan reached a framework intention for a "truce agreement" under British coordination. Japan suffered heavy losses this time, and both China and Japan tacitly accepted Japan's presence in Lushun (Port Arthur). Aside from this, the People's Party did not recognize any of Japan's special privileges in China. Regarding the Boxer Indemnity, Li Runshi clearly told the Japanese representative with the Ren Dan mustache that they shouldn't even think about it.

Even after suffering such huge losses, the Japanese side swallowed their pride and tacitly accepted these facts. In the implementation of the truce agreement, since both China and Japan had a need for a truce, it was actually easy to reach an agreement. Japan would withdraw all troops in China. The Japanese concessions could still exist, but judicial and other powers within the Japanese concessions would be reclaimed by the Chinese side. Japan only obtained the right of residence.

What surprised the British was that Japan's normal trade was not subjected to discriminatory treatment. The People's Party's attitude towards the transformation of the concessions was to "nationalize" them. As long as any Japanese enterprise operating in China abided by Chinese laws and paid taxes according to the law and on time, it would not encounter special problems. At least no special problems could be seen in the agreement.

If the People's Party really wanted to transform the concessions in this mode, although the British did not want to give up various privileges, let alone the various benefits brought by the concessions, they were not completely unable to accept such handling when the situation was unfavorable.

By mid-April, China and Japan reached the final written agreement. From beginning to end, the Chinese side did not mention the Sun Yat-sen provisional government, nor did the Japanese side. The truce was actually already being executed in fact; at least after the People's Party captured Tianjin, trains were running back and forth inside and outside the pass. After the agreement was signed, the Far East order was determined in legal form. Neither the People's Party, the Japanese side, nor the British side believed that this peace could be maintained for long, but every party believed that peace was needed now. And every party believed that time was on their side.

On the third day after the agreement was signed, Miyazaki Toten, who had already arrived in Beijing, took more than twenty Korean activists to the Northeast. Before departure, these people had received sufficient training. Their goal was simple: enter northern Korea, contact local Korean activists, mobilize the Korean masses, and prepare the foundation for the liberation of Korea.

Although Miyazaki Toten was a very idealistic person, he was not a naive fellow. He knew that the People's Party signed a peace agreement with Japan this time, he knew that the People's Party had no intention of breaking this agreement at the grand strategic level, and he knew even more about the People's Party's determination to retake Korea. These seemingly contradictory thoughts all fell under one fact, which was that the People's Party had no foundation in Korea. At present, these Korean activists were to lay the foundation for the future liberation of Korea.

Korea was not very large, and there were few trains. This group of Korean activists had never had the chance to ride a train for days and nights in a row. These Koreans had even become numb to the vastness of China's land. Although initially, they were amazed by everything they saw. Especially when the train passed through the boundless Huang-Huai Plain and the North China Plain, the neat fields on both sides of the railway, and the army-like neat trees that could not be seen to the end on both sides of the railway, really opened the eyes of the Korean activists. This neatness was definitely not natural; at least two rows of trees were planted between every field. In addition to windbreaks and soil consolidation, the forests also served as boundaries. For mountainous Korea, this design was not suitable. But what the Korean activists marveled at was how much manpower was needed to complete these not-yet-tall trees. This strict layout meant the People's Party's ability to control its territory. With such a powerful organization as backing, the Korean activists also felt their confidence increasing.

When the train arrived in Andong, Miyazaki Toten felt the atmosphere of war. This city had now turned into a huge military camp, with soldiers everywhere. The sound of drills and training was almost non-stop all day long. These people did not stop at Andong; they took a car to Benxi Lake, and the comrades from the troops who came to meet them took the Korean activists to Changbai Mountain. The People's Party had already arranged communication lines in the mountainous area, and what the Korean activists needed was to enter Korea along the communication lines to open up bases in Korea.

"Mr. Miyazaki, you have worked hard." Piao Youxi knew he was about to part with Miyazaki Toten, and he was quite emotional.

Miyazaki Toten smiled, "Be careful after returning to Korea."

Before Piao Youxi could speak, another Korean activist, Jin Chengri, interrupted, "We will definitely complete the mission as soon as possible. The activists hope the People's Party can fully support us."

"That is natural." Miyazaki Toten smiled.

What should be said had long been said on the road. The work of this group of Korean activists was not difficult this time; what they had to do first was to return to Korea and establish the communication lines on the Korean side.

After everyone bid a reluctant farewell and checked their weapons, the Korean activists followed the People's Party comrades who led the way and began to march into the depths of the dense forest. Miyazaki Toten watched the figures of the squad finally being obscured by the dense forest, and in his heart, he could only wish them all the best.

The communication line meant there were supply points and roads convenient for movement. The Korean activists entered Korea quite smoothly. Most of them were from northern Korea. According to the original plan, after crossing the border line, everyone would go home first, settle down in their hometowns, contact local Koreans who opposed Japan, and then establish an overall communication line.

Piao Youxi was from Seoul, Jin Chengri and Jin Liuling were from Pyongyang, and other activists were from everywhere. As the Korean guides for the future Sino-Japanese War, they found that unlike when they left, Japanese military camps could be seen everywhere in northern Korea, and the number of checkpoints for interrogation had increased a lot. The group managed to bypass them with difficulty, and after getting on the main road, everyone scattered one after another.

Jin Chengri and Jin Liuling trudged for more than ten days and finally returned to Pyongyang. Pyongyang was now full of Japanese people. The two specifically waited until night to enter Pyongyang. After parting in the dark, Jin Liuling went towards his home. But just as he approached his home, a burst of noise suddenly came from the road. A large group of Japanese troops came along the road carrying torches. Jin Liuling hurriedly hid by the roadside. Fortunately, he was familiar with this place and managed not to be discovered by the Japanese. Under the illumination of the torches, he saw several bound Koreans in the Japanese team being tied into a string with ropes, stumbling as they were dragged along.

Secretly watching the live-ammunition Japanese troops and those arrested Koreans from the dark, Jin Liuling's heart pounded wildly. He couldn't help thinking: Could it be that the Japanese have discovered that we Korean activists have returned?



★


Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains 7

Volume 5 - Chapter 162

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 162 Three Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (7)

The night was pitch black. Pyongyang's night was very quiet; there were no barking dogs, and it was impossible for a stray cat to suddenly dart out from anywhere. Watchdogs also needed to eat, and in Korea where humans found it hard enough to get their fill, keeping such animals was simply too extravagant. Aside from the footsteps of Japanese soldiers and the gibberish pleading of those bound Koreans, the streets were as silent as death.

After waiting with great difficulty for the Japanese patrol to pass, Jin Liuling waited a while longer. Seeing that indeed no one else was appearing on the street, he secretly slipped out from his hiding place. Pyongyang's main roads at least had some streetlights, although the places with lights were often where the Japanese had police stations or patrol points, making the pitch-black Pyongyang feel a bit brighter. However, these lights were nothing compared to Wuhan. In Jin Liuling's eyes, outside the residential districts composed of magnificent four-story buildings newly built by the People's Party in Wuhan, there were broad avenues. The streetlights weren't very dense, but every night the lights would always turn on. The areas near the lights were also places where the masses loved to gather; even if it didn't reach the level of a city that never sleeps, Wuhan's nights were always lively. Leaving prosperous Wuhan and returning to familiar Pyongyang, Jin Liuling felt an unspeakable discomfort.

The Jin family were wealthy people in the Pyongyang area. Their house, in terms of area, was definitely much larger than the sixty or seventy square meter apartments that housed five or six people. However, the tap water and electric lights that every household in the People's Party residential areas had, the rail transport available right out the door, and even the newly appearing gas-powered cars and electric trams—such an atmosphere gave a completely different feeling. Compared to Pyongyang, it was two different worlds.

Walking on the bumpy, uneven ground, Jin Liuling missed Wuhan's flat asphalt and cement roads. That was the power of industry; the People's Party, possessing industrial power, had suddenly created a brand new world. This world was so smooth, so magnificent.

"We must drive the Japanese out of Korea, and then make Korea into a country like China. At least make Pyongyang as prosperous as Wuhan!" Jin Liuling once again confirmed his resolve.

He walked through the dark streets and made it all the way home. After knocking on the door according to the secret signal, it wasn't long before the gate gently opened a crack. "It's me! Liuling!" Jin Liuling whispered.

The person opening the door didn't say much, just opened the door wider, and Jin Liuling quickly slipped in. Entering the main house, his family members had already woken up one after another. Seeing that Jin Liuling, who had been away for more than a year, had finally returned home safely, they were naturally overjoyed. They first arranged for Jin Liuling to eat. The ice-cold wowotou (steamed corn bread) and kimchi couldn't be heated immediately, and even the water was cold. If it were in Wuhan, even if the honeycomb briquettes couldn't immediately reach stir-frying temperature, there would at least be hot water in the kettle to drink. But this was his own home; the slight unhappiness brought by the inconvenience of life was completely overwhelmed by the happiness of returning home.

The family surrounded Jin Liuling, watching him wolf down the food. His mother's eyes flashed with tears, while his father and older brother wore looks of gratification.

In the late Qing Dynasty, the Manchus were defeated repeatedly. Korea didn't like the Manchus to begin with, and seeing that China was no longer the hegemon of East Asia, they very much wanted to break away from Manchu control. After successively making eyes at Russia and Japan, Korea finally colluded with Japan. But what the Korean upper class never expected was that while the Manchus were hateful and incompetent, it didn't mean that choosing the Manchus was wrong. Korea's act of inviting the wolf into the house directly led to the result of being completely annexed by Japan fifteen years after the First Sino-Japanese War.

As a scholar, Jin Liuling was highly expected by his family, who hoped he could pass the imperial examinations and fulfill the mission of bringing glory to his ancestors. Japan naturally wouldn't recognize Korea's imperial examinations, and old-style families like Jin Liuling's couldn't immediately integrate into the credentials of the new education system. After his future was cut off, the Jin family went directly from an ordinary wealthy Korean class to a radical anti-Japanese faction. Jin Liuling and his brother Jin Sanshun went out to seek a path to liberate Korea. The Jin family clan remained in Pyongyang to secretly contact local personnel seeking Korea's restoration.

Although the Japanese tried their best to blockade intelligence, the Jin family knew a little about the news of the People's Party inflicting heavy losses on the Japanese army in the Northeast. Jin Liuling, with a mouth full of wowotou, kimchi, and cold water, still managed to spare his tongue to excitedly tell his family all the recent news he knew. Hearing that Jin Liuling, who had been away for a long time, had already defected to the People's Party, the Jin family was very happy up and down.

After talking about his own affairs, Jin Liuling asked about the situation at home, especially the Japanese arresting people in Korea that he had just seen.

The biggest feeling of the Jin family in recent years was that Japan's exploitation of the locality was getting more and more ruthless, and the Jin family also felt that the arrests were quite strange. The Japanese first arrested all the beggars and vagrants in Pyongyang, and those petty thieves were also arrested clean. After these people were gone, although life in Pyongyang was still hard, it felt a lot better when going out.

"Where did the Japanese take those people?" Jin Liuling was quite puzzled.

"This... we only heard they were taken to the north. What exactly they are making these people do has not been found out yet," Jin Liuling's father said. After saying this, the father couldn't help but ask again: "The People's Party has already seized China?"

Jin Liuling answered with full confidence: "The People's Party has now captured Beijing, and it won't be long before they can seize the entire China."

Afraid his family wouldn't believe it, Jin Liuling recounted his observations of taking the train from Wuhan by the Yangtze River all the way to the China-Korea border. For things like travel, if one hadn't truly seen it, it would be hard to make up lies. Seeing Jin Liuling speaking with such beaming enthusiasm, the Jin family truly believed it. With such a great power backing them, the Jin family was full of confidence in restoring Korea.

However, this excitement was temporary. After chatting late into the night, everyone was sleepy. Jin Liuling slept until the sun was three poles high before getting up. After getting up, he found that everyone in the family was actually still at home. The Jin family had their own medicine business; usually, the family operated everywhere and didn't have much free time. Jin Liuling felt very embarrassed that he had delayed the family business.

"These days the Japanese are inspecting severely; it's better not to open the door," the old father of the Jin family explained to his son.

As soon as the old father's voice fell, Jin Liuling's eldest brother, Jin Sanshun, said angrily: "It's not just Pyongyang; the whole of Korea is like this. The Japanese are issuing some military scrip in Korea, using a few pieces of torn paper as money. Buying things with this military scrip is restricted; you have to buy things at places specially opened by the Japanese. But the Japanese use this military scrip to buy things everywhere in Korea. Anyone who refuses to accept the military scrip gets arrested by the Japanese. Our family has already suffered a big loss. If we don't hurry up and drive the Japanese out of Korea, this life will soon be unlivable."

Jin Liuling knew that his eldest brother Jin Sanshun mainly operated in Hanseong (Seoul). He asked: "Is it like this in the south too?"

Jin Sanshun gnashed his teeth and said: "It's even worse over in Hanseong. In these past few months, the Japanese used military scrip to buy up all the grain. I heard there have been many cases of people starving to death over there."

Jin Liuling didn't expect that after being away from Korea for a period of time, Korea would have undergone such changes. National hatred and family grievances intertwined; the anger in Jin Liuling's heart had nowhere to vent, and with a "thud", he punched the innocent table fiercely.

Getting angry was naturally useless; anger made Jin Liuling and his family quickly reach a consensus. To change the current situation, the only way was for the People's Party to fight into Korea as soon as possible and drive all the Japanese away.

The job Jin Liuling received this time was to establish a transportation line. Japan was increasing its troops in Korea on a large scale; a division of Japanese troops was stationed in Pyongyang. Jin Liuling strolled around the streets and understood that relying on the dozen or twenty Korean patriots who came back with him to plan attacks on the Japanese was simply moths flying into a flame. After meeting with Jin Chengri, Jin Chengri's anger was even greater than Jin Liuling's. Japan had increased its exploitation of Korea, especially the frantic exploitation using military scrip, which was extremely terrifying.

Banknotes were also common currency in the People's Party's liberated areas, but holding those thin paper notes, one could indeed buy many commodities. The purchasing power of the Renminbi was very high. But Japan's military scrip was completely different. Jin Chengri's family was originally in the livestock business and suffered even greater losses. The Japanese army forcibly "purchased" all the large livestock from Jin Chengri's family at the price of one hundred military scrip per head. At the designated military scrip usage points of the Japanese, the price of a large animal was 120 military scrip. The price difference wasn't particularly large. However, for Koreans, these usage points had prices but no goods. The few products that could be bought were sky-high in price, and the relatively fairly priced commodities were all out of stock.

"This is open robbery!" Jin Chengri said, staring with bloodshot eyes.

"Let's hurry up and establish the transportation station and complete the mission as soon as possible." Jin Liuling already knew that there was no need to harbor any illusions about the Japanese; there was no choice but to drive them out.

Jin Liuling and Jin Chengri split up to contact Korean patriots in Pyongyang and soon contacted quite a number of people. The Japanese military scrip was a catalyst; it caused the wealthy locals in Korea to differentiate rapidly. All the wealthy people whose interests were damaged stood on the side opposing Japan. Even the timid ones only dared to be angry but not speak out.

After contacting people, intelligence also increased. The whereabouts of those Koreans arrested by the Japanese began to become clearer. Pyongyang was the most important city in northern Korea. After Japan occupied Korea, it began to build railways on a large scale in Korea. Pyongyang was an important junction for many railways. According to news provided by Piao Lanzheng, who newly joined the anti-Japanese organization, the Japanese sent the arrested Koreans to railway construction sites. These railways were not only to connect various parts of Korea but also to lead to several important mining areas.

Regardless, the Japanese still needed the assistance of some Koreans for now. Jin Liuling and the others managed to find jobs transporting goods for the construction sites. This was not only to see what the Japanese were doing, but having such a collaborator identity could also provide cover for many future actions. Under the strict surveillance of the Japanese army, the transport team participated by several Korean patriots, including Jin Liuling, took on the job of moving supplies to the north.

Northern Korea is mountainous. Pyongyang was named "Pyongyang" (Flat Land) because of its flat terrain and quiet environment. The northwest of the city is low hills, and the east is rolling hills and fertile fields. The Taedong River flowing through the city center and its tributary, the Pothong River, added a bit of charm to Pyongyang. Since ancient times, Pyongyang has had the beautiful name of "Ryugyong" (Willow Capital) because it is surrounded by mountains and rivers, and many willows were planted in Pyongyang city. But now, the willows were basically gone. The transport team Jin Liuling participated in moved many wooden stakes made of willow trees onto the train. To save trouble, the Japanese left tree trunks at least one foot high above the ground when cutting trees. The result was that it was very difficult to dig out the tree roots. Fortunately, Pyongyang lacked fuel, so many citizens secretly collected branches and such to take home, and would also find ways to utilize the tree trunks as much as possible.

But the latest change was that the Japanese side suddenly arrested citizens holding axes and saws in the name of "sabotaging urban construction". In addition to fines, they also confiscated the "tools of the crime". Jin Liuling saw that among the supplies transported this time, there were many axes and saws of local Korean style. Jin Liuling really couldn't imagine that the looting had reached such a frenzied level.

Back when Korea tried to deal with Asian changes on its own, the later Empress Myeongseong was still "Queen Min" at that time. She encouraged Gojong to adopt an enlightenment policy and introduce Japanese influence, planted confidants in the court and the public, recommended relatives to hold important positions, and excluded the Daewongun's forces. The two factions fought constantly, leading to fierce partisan strife in Korea and turbulent regime changes. In the process, Queen Min and the pro-Japanese reformist faction drifted apart. She leaned towards being pro-China and repeatedly used Qing army forces to sweep away political enemies to seek power. After Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War, Queen Min, who had lost power due to the seizure of power by the pro-Japanese enlightenment faction, wanted to turn to cooperate with Russia to counter Japan. This triggered the "Eulmi Incident" on October 8, 1895. Japanese Minister Miura Goro led Japanese ronin and rebel troops to invade Gyeongbokgung Palace, murdered Queen Min at Okho-ru, and burned her body. They also coerced Gojong to depose her to a commoner. It was not until two years later in 1897, when Gojong changed the country's name to the Korean Empire and proclaimed himself emperor, that Queen Min was reinstated and posthumously titled Empress Myeongseong, and was buried with honors at Hongneung in Geumgok-dong, Namyangju.

Among the group of Korean patriots convened by Jin Liuling now, there was actually no lack of descendants of those families who had supported Japan. The Japanese were now looting and oppressing all Koreans equally; the richer the people, the more they suffered. The Korean bureaucrats who took refuge with the Japanese were not all wealthy; many middle and lower-layer families suffered huge losses, so they turned to seek to drive out the Japanese again.

"If you knew it would be like this, what were you doing back then?" Jin Liuling didn't have any good feelings towards the Manchus, but he still couldn't help muttering in his heart.

The supplies were finally transported to the place. Jin Liuling also knew a little Japanese. He heard the Japanese soldiers responsible for the handover say: "We have transported this month's rations to you."

The unloading place was very close to the construction site. Jin Liuling saw that on the winding mountainous land, a large number of Korean laborers were burying their heads in work under the Japanese soldiers and overseers. It was already April, and the weather wasn't too cold, but the mountain wind still felt quite chilly. Those large numbers of thinly clad Koreans were grey-faced and their clothes were tattered because of moving stones, smashing gravel for railway paving, carrying sleepers, and carrying wooden stakes. As long as they worked a little slowly, the overseers would wave whips and go up to scold or even beat them.

These Korean laborers dared not resist. Moreover, compared to the seemingly quite sturdy Japanese overseers and Japanese soldiers, the Korean laborers looked very thin and weak one by one. But such a large group of sturdy guys holding weapons forcing a group of thin and weak Koreans to work—this scene made Jin Liuling feel extremely pained.

The Japanese army's attitude towards Koreans was quite bad. Jin Liuling just looked around and was immediately scolded by the Japanese army. His companions quickly echoed with a few curses and made Jin Liuling return to the team.

The transport team was not only responsible for unloading but also for loading goods to go back. There weren't many things transported this time, but there were a dozen or so large boxes like coffins that felt very wrong. However, once the train door closed, Jin Liuling hadn't learned how to hop trains, and had no way of knowing what was actually inside.

Taking the train back to Pyongyang, there were several people wearing white coats over their military uniforms who came to pick up the train. Jin Liuling only vaguely heard the Japanese speaking a bunch of words with serious expressions. Jin Liuling was really curious about what was loaded in the car. There were also people working at the train station among this group of Korean patriots, so Jin Liuling asked them to be responsible for inquiring.

Three days later, Jin Liuling went to find the train station personnel who were changing shifts. The patriot working at the train station looked extremely ugly. He paid extreme attention to those "coffins" and finally accidentally overheard the Japanese conversation. Those things that looked quite like coffins turned out to really be coffins, and inside were actually the corpses of Korean laborers. It was said that they were to be sent to Japan for some "medical research specimens".

Hearing this, Jin Liuling's legs went soft and he almost slumped to the ground. Jin Liuling had also accepted a lot of modern knowledge from the People's Party, and he was extremely disgusted with matters of human dissection and specimens in modern medicine. East Asia had the tradition of burial for peace, and dissecting corpses was considered great disrespect. Therefore, the Korean patriot working at the train station didn't know what was going on, but Jin Liuling had already guessed that various medical schools in Japan lacked materials for dissection. Many Koreans died during this railway construction by Japan, and the corpses of these Koreans were transported to Japan to serve as dissection materials and organ specimens for Japanese medical schools.

Based on the weight Jin Liuling felt when participating in the transport and the feeling when they shook, those coffins didn't contain just one corpse, but were stuffed full of corpses. The Japanese side was not only exploiting and bullying Koreans, but even after Koreans died, they were used by the Japanese as specimens. Jin Liuling didn't know when tears began streaming down his face, and he started wailing loudly.

Because he misunderstood the reason for Jin Liuling's bitter crying, the Korean patriot at the train station said with a face full of grief and indignation: "I also found out one thing. The Japanese give the workers on the construction site four liang of rice every day. They are doing heavy work, yet they only eat four liang a day. Isn't this taking people's lives?"
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"Is giving the Koreans four taels of grain a day too much?" Inside the Government-General of Korea, the newly appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Chosen Army, Tanaka Giichi, asked the industrial and commercial representatives involved in the development of Korea with a pleasant countenance.

Relying on the support of the Army, the representatives spoke quite cautiously. "These Koreans are very cunning and always try to escape. If we invest too many troops to guard them, the military expenses would be too high. However, if they eat too little, they won't be able to work."

Tanaka Giichi laughed, "There are as many Koreans as we want; the key is how to make them do more work. Regarding the use of Koreans, please recognize one thing clearly. The Koreans sent to you are either criminals or political prisoners who oppose the Great Japanese Empire. Ultimately, they are people who have no need to survive. We must make them do the most work in the shortest amount of time; this is the best way for them to atone for their sins."

Although the representatives looked respectful, they felt a bit uneasy after hearing Tanaka Giichi's words. These people came to Korea to make money, not to slaughter Koreans. Working people to death was one thing, but using Korean laborers with the intention of working them to death from the start was a mindset they couldn't adjust to immediately.

Seeing the doubts in the representatives' hearts, Tanaka Giichi stopped smiling and said, "Gentlemen, if the railway opens a day late, or the mine starts operations a day late, how much loss will you suffer? Everyone must think for themselves, and also think for the work of the Great Japanese Empire."

A representative tentatively said, "But... both railways and mines require skilled workers. These Koreans are not skilled workers. To improve labor efficiency, we need to recruit more workers from home to come to Korea."

Tanaka Giichi nodded. "The Ministry of War can help you with this matter. As long as the work progress can be completed faster, we will do our best to support you. As for the Korean laborers you mentioned, everyone, don't have any concerns, use them boldly."

After seeing off the representatives, Tanaka Giichi breathed a slight sigh of relief. He had heard that the People's Party's troops not only fought wars but also undertook a lot of infrastructure construction within China. In this matter, Tanaka Giichi was quite envious, while also extremely contemptuous. If the Army could operate enterprises, presumably the use of Koreans would be more effective. The Ministry of War now controlled Korea. Before the defeat in Manchuria, the Ministry of War still hoped to digest Korea and make Korea a part of Japan. The failure in Manchuria made the Ministry of War change its mind. Mantetsu had operated in Manchuria for so long, yet weren't they still killed cleanly by the locals? Japanese are Japanese, Koreans are Koreans, and Chinese are Chinese. This is an unchangeable fact.

Thinking of this, Tanaka Giichi turned to the current Governor-General of Korea, Hasegawa Yoshimichi, and said, "Hasegawa-kun, regarding the establishment of the Korean Development Corps mentioned last time, I wonder how you have arranged it?"

Hasegawa Yoshimichi was an Army General, and his stance was naturally completely consistent with the Ministry of War. Even so, after hearing Tanaka Giichi's words, his brows couldn't help but furrow. After the Ministry of War obtained the development rights to Korea, they discussed a proposal for a Japanese Development Corps. In general, it meant plundering land in southern Korea, giving a portion to local Korean landlords who defected to Japan, and handing the other portion to conscripted poor and landless Japanese farmers to cultivate.

Theoretically, this method could solve the problem once and for all. By wiping out all the local Koreans who didn't defect to Japan and having Japanese cultivate the land on a large scale, it wouldn't take long for Korea to belong completely to Japan. But the practical effects were obvious. Because of the Manchurian War, Japan had increased its plunder of grain in Korea, and had already encountered many small-scale resistances. If the Japanese Ministry of War's plan continued to be pushed, one could imagine how large-scale the Korean resistance would be in the future.

Seeing Governor-General Hasegawa Yoshimichi behaving like this, Tanaka Giichi sneered, "Hasegawa-kun, just send those rebellious Koreans to the mines. No matter how you look at it, mines need people to work. Not just mines, too many places need Koreans to labor."

"But the original plan wasn't like this..." Hasegawa Yoshimichi was still quite hesitant. The plan after Japan initially conquered Korea was to do their best to absorb the locals to be loyal to Japan, spending decades to thoroughly digest Korea. Such a sudden change really completely altered Japan's original policy. It wasn't that Hasegawa had any thoughts of protecting Koreans, but sending troops to suppress them was also a very expensive matter. The resulting casualties would trigger more costs. Economically speaking, this tough approach wasn't cost-effective.

Even though he was entrusted with important tasks and represented the attitude of the Ministry of War, Tanaka Giichi's status could not compete with Hasegawa Yoshimichi. He tried his best to persuade, "In the short term, we must gather enough grain for the five divisions of the Chosen Army, and we must also have enough minerals shipped back to the homeland. Does Hasegawa-kun have a better way? Just let these Koreans eat idle rice?"

"Military suppression also needs the support of the locals," Governor-General Hasegawa replied. "Now the military scrip issued by the Ministry of War in Korea is already causing complaints everywhere. If we continue to adopt high-pressure measures and trigger unrest throughout Korea, what action will China take?"

Tanaka Giichi replied, "The Great Japanese Empire endured huge humiliation to reach an agreement with China, just to prevent China from having the opportunity to intervene in Korean affairs. Koreans rising up in rebellion isn't a bad thing. After wiping them out, the remaining Koreans will naturally submit to the Great Japanese Empire. This is also a good way to discover enemies."

After saying this, Tanaka Giichi lowered his voice, "Hasegawa-kun, the Ministry of War has more plans this time. Since those in the homeland claiming to be for parliamentary politics have gained the upper hand, our Ministry of War must prove in Korea that our methods can create a Kingly Way Paradise for the Great Japanese Empire. Only in this way can we obtain new opportunities in the future. At this time, shouldn't our Army unite and complete our mission without fear of hardship or fatigue?"

Hearing Tanaka Giichi solemnly say "Kingly Way Paradise", Hasegawa Yoshimichi couldn't help but smile bitterly. Whether the Ministry of War's plan could create a Kingly Way Paradise for the Great Japanese Empire was unknown, but creating an eighteen-level hell for Koreans was completely imaginable.

Seeing Hasegawa Yoshimichi's hesitant appearance, Tanaka Giichi simply told the truth, "What we want those industrial and commercial representatives to do this time is to find effective ways to consume Koreans, letting them do their best for the Great Japanese Empire in the mines. As long as we can find this way, we can maximize help for the Great Japanese Empire to get out of its predicament sooner. It not only reduces the Great Japanese Empire's consumption but also provides more wealth to the Great Japanese Empire. Didn't Britain use this method when conquering the world? What else do you have to hesitate about?"

As the Governor-General of Korea, Hasegawa Yoshimichi naturally hoped for as few troubles as possible. If a major incident occurred that couldn't be cleaned up, ultimately he, the Governor-General, would have to take responsibility. But the attitude of the Ministry of War could not be ignored. Out of helplessness, Hasegawa Yoshimichi first agreed to temporarily implement the Ministry of War's method in the mines. See how the effect turned out. If the effect was passable, then continue to push other plans.

In June in Korea, the weather finally got hot.

Japan had built some mines in Korea by now, but limited by Japan's technological level and its thirst for raw materials, the mines didn't use the tunnel method much; many were open-pit mining after direct blasting.

There were many such pits in northern Korea. Li Yongchang (Lee Young-chang) was one of the newly sent laborers. He was arrested in Pyongyang on the grounds of "economic crimes". The more specific reason was that he refused to sell his family's wooden furniture to the Japanese. Korea didn't have the habit of using banknotes originally, let alone military scrip with credibility low to a heinous degree. So Li Yongchang resisted, then was arrested, and finally sent to the mine.

Here, he was no longer called Li Yongchang, but laborer number 2018 wearing shackles. Japanese were responsible for mining with metal tools. Li Yongchang was assigned a basket with a wooden frame. His daily job was to transport ore from the bottom of the pit to the edge. The amount of ore transported determined the amount of food Li Yongchang could eat. Because a blast had just been carried out, a lot of fine dust in the pit had not yet completely settled. Li Yongchang was already walking down along that extremely solid path under the angry shouts of the overseer and the driving of leather whips.

Many people were coughing; Li Yongchang was also coughing. Some people coughed because of choking on dust, while others coughed because of illness. Everyone's clothes were tattered. Being cut by the sharp corners of the ore was certainly a reason, but tearing off clothes to wrap around the iron shackles on their feet to prevent the skin from being worn too badly was the most important reason.

After more than a month of labor, Li Yongchang didn't even have the ability to think. Every day it was just those two steamed buns and a little kimchi. Hunger stripped Li Yongchang of the strength to think so much. All his groggy brain could understand was that he must work every day. If he didn't finish the work, he would starve. Starving would lead to sickness. The result of sickness or attempting to escape would be disappearing from the mining area forever. Especially those who escaped; they were all shot dead on the spot.

The personnel in this mining area was fixed, and every number was fixed. Because Koreans were shot dead every day for trying to escape, and sick Koreans were taken away because they could no longer work, new Koreans were sent here every day.

The decision power of whether one was sick lay in the hands of the Japanese doctors in the mining area. Any Korean who feigned illness, or whose illness was not serious, would be punished in public, either whipped or starved. And those Koreans who fell seriously ill never returned after being taken away. Among the Korean laborers, no one believed what the Korean foremen said, that they would really be taken for treatment after falling seriously ill. The Japanese foremen were so cruel to Koreans who weren't sick; what attitude would they have towards those seriously ill Korean laborers? Everyone simply didn't dare to imagine.

Almost subconsciously looking up at the sun, he saw the sun hadn't set yet. Putting down the basket and letting the Japanese workers and Korean foremen load ore into it, Li Yongchang just wanted to pant a few more times. His body was already numb; the only thing he could still feel was whether his physical strength was enough to carry the heavy ore.

"2018, move faster!" The Korean foreman wore a face towel to prevent dust, so his shouting voice was quite muffled. There were numbers on both the basket and the wooden frame. Although the turnover frequency was quite high, the foreman didn't need to know everyone. Carrying the heavy basket on his back, Li Yongchang dragged his shackles and walked towards the road climbing out of the pit.

Inside the overseer's room built near the mine pit, several Japanese were doing calculations.

"We still have to continue buying barbed wire..."

"More baskets and wooden frames are damaged..."

"Why did I hear recently that the price of mine slaves sold by the Ministry of War is going to rise..."

"The cost of opening new pits..."

"The cost of explosives..."

"Shackle wear is quite large..."

The calculation of various miscellaneous expenses was the summary of experience over these days. After a crackling round of abacus calculations, the person in charge of the mine looked at the final numbers and frowned deeply.

"Uncle, if we add the approval fee to the Ministry of War, the money we can earn is actually not much," the young man next to him couldn't help but say.

The Japanese man called "Uncle" certainly knew this. His gaze patrolled back and forth on a series of lists, trying to find a way to reduce costs. Every time he saw the consumption and wear of baskets and wooden frames, his brows couldn't help but furrow deeper. But this wasn't a problem he could solve. Since slave labor was used, naturally one couldn't expect this bunch of "mine slaves" to pay attention to tool consumption. This was really an unavoidable loss.

But right now, they really couldn't give the mine slaves any chance to escape. This bunch were criminals sent by the Ministry of War. The Ministry of War wanted to see the person if alive and the corpse if dead. A while ago, to improve efficiency, mine slaves were put in charge of digging ore, and incidents of mine slaves trying to attack guards with tools occurred. In the exchanges among mine owners, such things were mentioned many times. In the end, the result of everyone's discussion was to only let mine slaves carry ore.

Besides this kind of thing, this group of mine owners also reached a consensus in their exchange of experience that they must improve the food supply for those relatively honest mine slaves. Some mines adopted extreme food supplies, resulting in personnel changing too fast. Incidents of mine slaves collectively trying to escape occurred. The Ministry of War dispatched a large number of troops to catch the mine slaves back and kill them. The mine owners involved were fined a large sum of money. If they could maintain a batch of honest mine slaves, it would really be of great benefit to the effective operation of the mine. After all, buying mine slaves from the Ministry of War also cost money.

Seeing his uncle so anxious, the young Japanese whispered, "Uncle, I heard that Chinese mining baskets use a very special rattan, which is very strong and durable. The price is not high, and some mines have already bought and used them. Not only mining baskets, their barbed wire price is also lower than domestic ones..."

This news wasn't any special secret. Chinese goods, or rather the People's Party's goods, sold quite well in Japan. For example, the price of hot bulb engines was at least twenty percent lower than in Japan. Plus, the People's Party provided abundant accessories. From the generators that the hot bulb engines could drive to the gas generators that provided fuel, the quality greatly exceeded Japan's crudely made products. The price was quite a bit lower. In this wilderness, mechanical maintenance was a big problem. Once a mechanical failure occurred, it often delayed a lot of work. If they got two spare mechanical devices, it could solve the problem, but this would greatly increase the cost. It was extremely uneconomical from a cost accounting perspective.

So the cheap and durable Chinese hot bulb engine was a very essential product.

The only difficulty lay in the fact that these products could only be obtained by "very well-connected" Japanese merchants. The Ministry of War was very strict on this.

"Let's try again and see if we can make the Ministry of War loosen their bite," the Japanese mine owner said with a sigh.
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The Japanese Army Ministry finally had some smiles on their faces. Although the economic investment in Korea was large, the returns were far greater than imagined. Selling mining rights had effectively earned a large sum. Even if enterprises related to the Army Ministry and private investors didn't necessarily have the money, the Ministry of Finance provided funds to mine owners through bank loans. These funds were transferred directly to the Army Ministry, giving them substantial revenue.

The families of officers who died in Northeast China received their pensions first, which effectively alleviated dissatisfaction within the army. The funding for rebuilding two divisions finally had a source, not to mention the substantial handling fees obtained at every step of the process. The entire situation was good—not just a little good, but very good. According to the Army Ministry's statistics, just the ore shipped to the Japanese home islands annually could earn immense profits, to say nothing of the pacifying effect these interests provided to the various forces closely related to the Army Ministry.

Even though they still detested the current Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, the Army Ministry had to truly admit that Takahashi Korekiyo was very economically capable and was not a mortal enemy of the Army Ministry. What made the current Army Ministry dissatisfied was that the price Takahashi Korekiyo paid the Army Ministry for the ore was too low. Moreover, these mines, after a few years of operation, would have to be returned to state management. But there was no helping this; when the Army Ministry was allowed to lead mining in Korea, this was already a condition proposed by Takahashi Korekiyo. So the Army Ministry's idea was that when the next cabinet election came around, if Takahashi Korekiyo didn't extend the Army Ministry's control over the minerals, they would find a way to oust him. Of course, that was a matter for the future.

The Army Ministry certainly wasn't a gathering of benevolent men and believing women; they could imagine the results their actions in Korea would lead to. To deal with the difficult situation in the future, Japan specifically gathered the remnants of Mantetsu to discuss the future situation.

The conference room adopted the layout of a Japanese residence. On the left sat members of the Japanese Army Ministry in black military uniforms, and on the right sat Mantetsu members in black kimono. The first to speak was a Mantetsu member. "In the newly promulgated laws, should we add clauses for punishing the families of those rebel parties?" The eager expression of the Mantetsu representative proved they were very enthusiastic about this.

The Army Ministry representatives knew the Mantetsu representatives' thoughts very well. The so-called punishment of families actually had nothing to do with the law. The true purpose of the punishment was the confiscation of property. When the Army Ministry spoke of this with a slightly mocking tone, the Mantetsu personnel stated that for the female family members of the rebels, they could be fully utilized in the South Seas.

In Takahashi Korekiyo's economic policy, there was not only the full development of Korea but also a plan to expand Japanese investment in the South Seas. Seizing the opportunity of the Allied Powers, exerting the capacity of Japan's shipbuilding industry, and fully utilizing the resources of the South Seas was Takahashi Korekiyo's method of attempting to make up for Japan's losses in the Chinese market. Among Japan's major industries in the South Seas, the "flower and willow" establishments run by the Japanese state were a very large profit-generating project. If the family members of the Korean rebels could be fully utilized, it should increase revenue considerably.

The Army Ministry was somewhat dissatisfied with Mantetsu's wishful thinking. Suppressing local resistance in Korea cost money. Not only did it cost money, but there would also be soldier casualties. After some bargaining, Mantetsu agreed to provide funds to organize armed forces belonging to Mantetsu, and Mantetsu's military forces would participate in combat when suppressing the Koreans.

Disputes and even quarrels ran through the entire meeting process. The basis of discussion between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu did not change in the slightest. Revolving around the core of "how to fully utilize" Korean manpower and material resources, the Army Ministry and Mantetsu argued endlessly about the cost-effectiveness ratio between the costs they would pay and their future returns. Everyone wanted the lion's share, and everyone wanted to contribute less.

When the quarreling reached the point where faces were red and necks were thick, Tanaka Giichi, who was participating in the meeting, suddenly laughed loudly. This unexpected action surprised everyone participating in the meeting. Tanaka Giichi laughed for a while, then suddenly said, "Gentlemen, why do I feel like we are holding a parliamentary session here?"

Hearing this, the members of the Army Ministry and Mantetsu were stunned for a moment, and then after a while, many people couldn't help but laugh out loud together. Whether it was the Army Ministry or Mantetsu, they were quite opposed to the parliamentary constitutional system, but this did not mean that internal coordination was not needed. Every group was composed of different interest groups internally. Even if every interest group had a common broad goal, they still had different interest demands in the detailed process. Unless it was a political system with highly centralized power and strict divisions, such a situation of quarreling could not be avoided at all.

After Tanaka Giichi put away his smile, his gaze swept coldly across the faces of these people in front of him. The predecessor of the Army Ministry was a group formed by combining various "restoration activists" of the Meiji Restoration era. In such a group, killings due to interests were by no means something that had happened only dozens or hundreds of times. Choshu, Satsuma, Opening the Country, Overthrowing the Shogunate, Revering the Emperor, Expelling the Barbarians—various different ideologies were entangled together. There had been over a hundred famous assassination incidents alone. The leaders of the various factions rarely died on the battlefield; on the contrary, most were assassinated.

The surface reasons for various assassinations were very complex: differences in philosophy, or mutually believing the other party had betrayed the original ideals. But the essence was extremely simple: Japan's various interests simply could not be effectively governed and coordinated. Therefore, the Army Ministry loathed party politics extremely, believing that party politics allowed various quarrels to persist and expand without limit. Only by thoroughly destroying party politics and establishing a political system with Japanese characteristics—where upper and lower ranks were clearly distinct, subordinates must be unconditionally responsible to superiors, and those in lower positions "serve with death" to those in higher positions—was the only way for Japan to embark on prosperity and development.

Watching the dispute between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu, Tanaka Giichi felt very disappointed in his heart. The relationship between the Army Ministry and Mantetsu was extremely close, yet even so, real interests were still difficult to reconcile, and they even had to adopt this mode close to "parliamentary discussion" to make any progress.

Harboring disappointment, Tanaka Giichi had to console himself in his heart, "At least these people present won't start killing each other."

"Tanaka-kun, many merchants have already proposed importing goods from China. Some smugglers' business has even reached Japan. I think we need to manage these things properly," said the Mantetsu representative. Before Tanaka Giichi could answer, the Mantetsu representative continued, "Please let our Mantetsu be responsible for trade with China."

Looking at the sincere gaze of the Mantetsu representative, Tanaka Giichi didn't even have the strength to mock him.

Jin Liuling trekked through the mountains of Korea, panting. There were Japanese checkpoints on all major traffic routes. Approaching the summer harvest, Japanese management in Korea was becoming stricter and stricter. In these past few months, the traffic lines Jin Liuling had exhausted his strength to open up had suffered great destruction. This was not because the Japanese had uncovered the organizations of the Korean patriots; if measured by anti-Japanese ideology, there were few Koreans who were not "Korean patriots." The traffic lines had to rely on numerous mountain villages. The Japanese had launched surprise attacks on many mountain villages in the mountainous areas, and everyone in the attacked villages had been taken away. The houses in these villages were not wasted either; those who moved in locally were all Japanese. The Japanese side used this method to gradually Japanize the northern mountainous areas of Korea. This created endless trouble for opening up traffic lines.

Jin Liuling could only choose to take routes even farther from the main roads. Japanese tentacles had not yet been able to reach those areas for the time being. Exhausted and sweating profusely, Jin Liuling sat down by a large mountain rock, utterly spent. Taking out a towel to wipe the sweat constantly seeping from his forehead and neck, panting heavily, Jin Liuling suddenly felt a burst of loss. He never knew revolution was such an arduous thing. When in China, Jin Liuling had heard the story of the People's Party starting out during the great floods. Listening to that process of arduous struggle, Jin Liuling was truly moved. But when personally implementing the revolution, Jin Liuling realized what a world of difference there was between things said with a touch of the lips and the process of personal practice.

Taking a train from Wuhan to traverse thousands of li to arrive at the Sino-Korean border didn't take many days, nor did it require much effort. Walking from Pyongyang to the Sino-Korean border took nearly twice the time, and the troubles created by the Japanese encountered in between were not too many; the vast majority of the time was spent trekking alone in the barren mountains and wild ridges. If not for the intense emotions he held in his heart, Jin Liuling knew he actually couldn't have persisted.

The dry rations in his pocket wouldn't last much longer either. After all, having traveled back and forth on this route several times, Jin Liuling knew that half a day's time ahead, there was a small mountain cave. Stored there were canned goods and other supplies transported from the Chinese side, as well as beds laid with branches and straw mats. At least after arriving there, he could truly rest.

Standing up with difficulty, Jin Liuling continued to advance toward the supply point. With canned goods, these foods that could be stored for a long time, the traffic lines could exist independently without relying on residential points like villages. These supply points, with a little expansion and replenishment, could even provide food for nearly a hundred people, able to support small detachments fighting in the mountains for a long time. Personally walking in the mountains, Jin Liuling finally understood the difficulty of maintaining a march and combat on the scale of dozens of people, and even more preliminarily understood what was called the power possessed only by an industrial nation. Relying only on these supply points, Jin Liuling had already lived in the mountainous area for over a month.

By the time the sun was slanting west, Jin Liuling finally reached the supply point with difficulty. However, there were already guests inside the supply point. Jin Chengri and Piao Youxi, along with two other Korean patriots, were already inside. Seeing these comrades, Jin Liuling was quite pleasantly surprised. Especially Piao Youxi; they hadn't seen each other since parting ways.

But Jin Liuling quickly saw that things were wrong, because the several Korean patriots all had tear-stained faces. Before Jin Liuling could ask, Piao Youxi stood up unsteadily. With a crying tone, Piao Youxi said in a hoarse voice, "Brother Liuling! An uprising happened in Seoul, but the Japanese army suppressed the uprising on a large scale. Too many people died; the water of the Han River has turned red!"

Just as Jin Liuling was astonished, Jin Chengri also stood up and said, "Brother Liuling, you weren't in Pyongyang. Many comrades couldn't hold back and launched an uprising. But among our people, someone turned traitor. The Japanese surrounded our headquarters first. A good number of people died. I risked my life to escape."

The Seoul Uprising was only a shock to Jin Liuling, but the Pyongyang Uprising was a bolt from the blue. Because the current headquarters of the Korean patriots in Pyongyang was Jin Liuling's home. The Japanese besieging the Pyongyang headquarters meant that Jin Liuling's family was finished.
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"Three thousand *li* of rivers and mountains, three thousand *li* of blood and tears, is it?" Chen Ke looked at the latest report on the situation in Korea and spoke in a tone as if reading an expository text.

The comrades of the Central Committee had somewhat stunned expressions on their faces. The report naturally described the appearance of the Korean insurgents being killed, with corpses piled up like mountains. However, the report wrote that when Korean patriots like Jin Liuling and Piao Youxi fled to China, they knelt on the ground and kowtowed until they bled, wailing loudly. This part, which didn't really need to be specifically written clearly in a report, appearing in the report was enough to explain how much stimulation the tragic state of affairs at the time gave to the comrades in the Northeast. The comrades had long heard Chen Ke predict Japan's movements, but when they really saw the description, even if their hearts were like iron and stone, it was hard not to feel compassion. After all, China had also experienced such miserable days. The comrades were quite surprised by Chen Ke's indifferent reaction.

Chen Ke's expression remained calm, "The Northeast Military Region has already provided guns and supplies to help Korea organize guerrilla units in the north. My view is that the Korean comrades must learn to mobilize the masses and not adopt the methods of the Yuewang Society or the Guangfu Society in making revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke mention the old secret society methods of making revolution, many Central Committee comrades revealed smiles that couldn't be considered friendly. If Chen Ke hadn't mentioned it, everyone wouldn't have even recalled these past events when discussing Korea.

If other comrades' smiles could be considered not very friendly, Zhang Yu simply sneered. He had taken over Southern Anhui completely starting from the Second Battle of Anqing, and the process of thoroughly, thoroughly eradicating the Yuewang Society had cost him a lot of thought and effort.

The Western Zhejiang Branch of the Guangfu Society was at least an ally of the People's Party now, so comrades tried to avoid mentioning them when speaking, "How can we be sure the Korean patriots won't become a second Yuewang Society?"

Chen Ke didn't even need to imagine the miserable state of being squeezed by Japan. Knowing the cruelty of early capitalism and the things Japan had done in China, Chen Ke knew what Japan would do, so there wasn't a trace of fluctuation in his heart. He simply said matter-of-factly: "Korean patriots dare to sacrifice, but I believe they definitely hope even more that China will send troops to help them restore their country. When we are fighting the Japanese army in the Northeast, if the Korean people launch an uprising throughout Korea, the opportunity for combat could be caught. But as the saying goes, 'When the time comes, heaven and earth join forces; when luck leaves, the hero is not free.' So after the combat opportunity is lost, we cannot send troops at this stage; Korea can only rely on itself. Japan is a stronger enemy than the Manchu Qing. If the model of people's war is not adopted, Korea can never achieve liberation by itself. We ourselves must also see this point clearly: even if we send troops, it requires the Korean people themselves to pursue national liberation."

Zhang Yu was also very calm, "I want to confirm one more time, we won't adopt a policy of annexation towards Korea, right?"

This topic lifted the spirits of many people. The People's Party had also analyzed the reasons why Korea had fallen to this state. Among the captured personnel in Beijing, there were quite a few who understood the Korean situation. If one must evaluate the current miserable state of Korea, saying "it's their own fault" from China's standpoint wouldn't be excessive. So if a huge price was paid to liberate Korea, how to deal with Korea afterwards was indeed a question worth discussing. Moreover, Korea's political system could also be described as "counter-revolutionary."

"Annexing Korea is meaningless. Even though it was China's tributary state for thousands of years, Korea has at least always been independent. From an international perspective, we want to recover lost territories right now; this 'eating posture' is still very important. Foreign countries might be able to accept China retaking its old spheres of influence, but they won't accept China expanding rapidly. Now is not the time for that. We have absolutely no necessity to create unnecessary troubles. However, for Annam, we cannot adopt the Korean method." Chen Ke didn't care what tragicomedies were happening in Korea. The foundation of strategy is strength, regardless of how much the Korean people suffered or how much sin was committed. Regardless of whether Korean patriots like Jin Liuling and Piao Youxi kowtowed until they bled or committed seppuku. Before Korean anti-Japanese organizations are established, before Korean anti-Japanese organizations can substantially fight Japan and achieve predictable, credible combat results, no expectations can be used as a basis for strategic measurement. This is the basic of seeking truth from facts: anything that does not exist in reality cannot be considered to exist just by relying on fantasy.

Chen Ke stood up and walked to the front of the map of Asia, pointing at the map near Annam as if ordering from a menu, "The French control the three countries of Annam, Laos, and Cambodia. We want to merge Laos, making it Chinese territory. Cambodia needs to sign a military alliance treaty with us. As for Annam..." Chen Ke swiped with his pointer, "We want the northern mountainous areas to be incorporated into our territory, but we don't want a single bit of the plains areas. For the border areas between plains and mountains, we only want the high ground."

"Why?" Zhang Yu asked. The pens of the recorder and some comrades were swishing and tapping on the paper. These comrades knew they knew nothing about foreign strategy, so none of them wanted to argue with Chen Ke. However, according to organizational regulations, even Chen Ke's decisions needed to be passed by the Party Committee to be executed. Every vote by a Central Committee member meant responsibility.

"The mainstream of the world in the next thirty years is waging war and preparing to wage war. There is only the question of fighting and how to fight, not the question of whether to fight or not." Chen Ke did not think that a Second World War wouldn't break out. If not for the terror balance of nuclear weapons, a Third World War would likely have broken out long ago. The beautiful wishes of an individual or a group of people could not change the world situation at all.

The pointer drew a circle on the map, completely encircling the area from China's northernmost point to Southeast Asia, including Australia and New Zealand, "China must liberate the entire West Pacific. This European war... no, after the United States and China join the war, this will be a World War. It is the First World War. This great war is fundamentally not the end; there will still be a Second World War. After the Second World War, which will be almost destructive, China needs to rely on the entire West Pacific to obtain victory for the Chinese Socialist Alliance in the long-term competition that follows. Of course, barring any particularly miraculous events, I'm afraid only the extremely long-lived comrades among us will be able to see the day the competition is decided."

This batch of the People's Party's first generation comrades were all of the age of 1880 or 1890. To live until 1990 indeed required an age of a hundred years. Chen Ke was not optimistic that China's changes could alter the rhythm of the competition between the world's two mainstreams too much.

"This European war is just a beginning?" Although Zhang Yu had long accepted the fact that Chen Ke was a monster psychologically, he was still frightened by Chen Ke's such bold "prediction." As for the other comrades, for a moment they didn't even know what to say. The European war was raging like fire and tea; ordinary comrades couldn't even be completely sure of the outcome of the European war, yet Chen Ke dared to predict a more distant war with such certainty. Although Chen Ke always talked about seeking truth from facts, many of Chen Ke's own actions often seemed to prove that seeking truth from facts might not always be correct.

"Then what are the specific steps?" Lu Huitian never cared what Chen Ke's predictions were; he cared more about what should be done right now and what steps to take.

Chen Ke walked back to his seat, "In Korea, the Japanese owe the Koreans a blood debt; we help the Korean patriots organize guerrilla units. In the Northeast, we continue to liberate the entire Northeast. In the South, those landlords and gentry owe the people a blood debt, and it is also time for it to be repaid."

Hearing Chen Ke mention the blood debt of Jiangnan, or more accurately the monstrous crimes committed in the three places of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong during the April 12th incident last year, the comrades' gazes all became sharp.

While the wars to liberate Hebei, Shandong, and even the advance into the Northeast were raging like fire and tea, Jiangnan was rarely relatively calm. Wang Youhong in Jiangsu had an ambiguous attitude, remaining silent from beginning to end and burying his head in making money. Feng Guozhang in the south originally thought the Beiyang main forces in Hebei could capture Huaihai Province controlled by the People's Party, then he would wave his army north to force Wang Youhong in Jiangsu to surrender, and then launch a full-scale attack on the People's Party from east to west. Plus, the People's Party's control center was in Wuhan, too close to Zhejiang. So Feng Guozhang mainly focused on defense in Jiangnan, and no major battles actually occurred between the two sides. Waiting and waiting, what they waited for was Yuan Shikai dying of illness, the People's Party seizing Hebei and Shandong, and sending troops outside the pass. The situation where the Beiyang remnants in Hebei fled to Shanxi. Feng Guozhang had already completely torn his face with the People's Party; there wasn't even a possibility of a ceasefire. Judging from the intelligence obtained by the People's Party's intelligence agency, the three Beiyang provinces in Jiangnan led by Feng Guozhang were frowning and trembling with fear all day long.

After the People's Party signed the agreement with Japan, the troops took advantage of these few months to reorganize and mobilize; preparations to march into Jiangnan were already complete. Helping Korea organize guerrilla units and liberating the Northeast were the tasks of the Northeast Military Region. Marching into Jiangnan was a task directly commanded by the Central Committee. The committee members from the Military Commission in the Center all had eyes shining. Chen Ke's prediction of the world situation in the next few decades could be left for then, but the current war was what the comrades had been looking forward to for a long time.

The situation of Korean patriots kowtowing until they bled in the Northeast Military Region might move the comrades in the Northeast, but the tragic state of the masses in Jiangnan being slaughtered had long made many comrades in the People's Party Central Committee bristle with anger. The focus of discussing Jiangnan affairs quickly skipped over those executioners who participated in the counter-revolutionary massacre. For these people, the meeting minutes only wrote a short line: "Regarding the initiators and executors of the April 12th incident, the Central Committee's resolution is: whoever owes the people a blood debt must pay with their life."

The Central Committee's focus of discussion on Jiangnan concentrated on the participants, more specifically, the members of the landlord armed militias, and the families of the landlords.

Qi Huishen's relationship with the People's Internal Affairs Committee was still "extremely close." He pulled a document out of his briefcase and first distributed the data charts to the comrades. Qi Huishen introduced: "Of the families of landlords suppressed in Anhui, 30% have been executed over the past ten years. Among the reasons for execution, 32% were for sabotaging collective production, 17% were for acting as inside agents for Beiyang, 22% were for various criminal cases involving loss of life, and another 15% were for participating in local triad organizations. Another 3% were executed for participating in feudal secret societies. The rest were executed for various criminal acts like theft and fraud. There were also a small number executed for committing rape."

Three out of ten people were executed; this ratio was not low. Many comrades hadn't specifically researched this data. Looking at the charts and pie charts, everyone's expression was very grave. Qi Huishen said: "However, although the execution rate among these people is high, not many are sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment, less than 3%. In the annual case reviews, due to background reasons, the proportion of unjust, false, and wrong cases falling on these guys' heads is also relatively large. Many local cadres falsified work; in order to close cases, this group of people sometimes became scapegoats. Among these people, there are also many who truly transformed their stance and concentrated on being laborers, producing results. About 3% of these guys became production team leaders in various places, and about 10% continued in business. About 7% became soldiers. These people have a relatively high literacy rate, and 50% of their children have attended junior high school, especially the proportion of girls attending junior high school is even higher. According to the investigation results, they all hope their children can establish a good background..."

In the old society of Anhui, there were many fortified villages (*weizi*) and landlord militias. These people were all kinsmen of the old Huai Army. Added to the fact that natural disasters in Anhui were quite heavy, the old upper class could be said to be full of villains. The war between the People's Party and Anhui local forces was also extremely bloody and cruel. 99% of the Anhui fortified villages were broken by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army using military force. Just in the first three years, nearly 100,000 members of the old forces were killed in Anhui and Hubei.

The People's Party stressed seeking truth from facts, so the People's Party absolutely believed that the families of the old forces weren't crazy. Their land was seized, their relatives killed; the oppressed among them might feel liberated, but overall, it was impossible for these people to happily accept reality. The People's Party's attitude in this regard was "We, the People's Party, have no personal grudges; whoever is the enemy of the people is our enemy." It was only through such a concept that the policy didn't turn into a massacre of former landlords. Even so, an attitude of distrust towards the old upper class was a common mindset within the People's Party. Qi Huishen, a revolutionary from a standard comprador family, especially understood the mindset that taking away someone's wealth is worse than killing their parents. Not to mention the People's Party not only took away their wealth but also killed their parents.

"For these families, I think it's better to move them to other regions. It's better for everyone. As for the participants, hand them over to the people for trial?" Lu Huitian said.

Zhang Yu subconsciously touched his chin, his eyes shining as he looked at the chart. Some comrades frowned, others simply closed their eyes to think. Lu Huitian seemed somewhat indifferent, just looking at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke asked: "Move them to where? And I heard some villages were almost killed off by these people. How can public trial meetings be held in these areas?"

Qi Huishen answered: "They can be moved anywhere, but I still hope not to kill too many people who haven't stained their hands with blood."

Zhang Yu couldn't help but sneer, "We've built Workers' New Villages; are we going to build a bunch of Sinners' New Villages now?"

Hearing this firmly opposed attitude, many comrades understood that this discussion would not end so easily.
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When disaster is imminent, most humans, or at least a significant portion of them, are able to see the true face of the disaster. Sometimes, when salvation attempts to arrive before the disaster, salvation is often seen as the disaster itself.

"In these past few years, whether it's the Discipline Inspection Commission or the People's Internal Affairs Committee, a considerable amount of energy has unexpectedly been used to correct unjust, false, and wrong cases. Revolution is a process of earth-shattering change, but since the revolutionary process cannot immediately expand everyone's living space, coupled with the limited working level, political level, and problem-solving ability of many grassroots cadres... In propaganda work, if they cannot maintain a style of seeking truth from facts, and just brag about it first regardless of whether it can be done or not... After raising the people's expectations, once reality and the situation these people bragged about do not match, the masses will naturally have grievances. There are some cadres who do not find the root of the problem, but just try to smooth things over and temporarily suppress the problem. Groups that are in a disadvantaged position due to policy reasons become scapegoats..."

"Moving these people away from their original residence seems very inhumane, but it can also avoid many problems..."

"From the situation we have collected now, the level of local cadres has directly led to new unfairness. This new unfairness directly damages our party's appeal and influence among the masses..."

Qi Huishen had rich work experience. The work experience accumulated from engaging in the work of the People's Internal Affairs Committee did not make Qi Huishen regard human life as grass; on the contrary, it made him hope to avoid meaningless killing even more. If the comrades below were given fewer opportunities to make mistakes, this would also be a true care for the comrades below.

Listening to Qi Huishen's implicit criticism of the People's Party's grassroots organization construction, no one was willing to make a sound. First of all, the issue discussed this time was not the grassroots organization issue. Secondly, the problem of grassroots organizations could not be solved overnight. The grassroots organization was not the army. Army life was simple and lively: war, war preparation, training, and labor. The grassroots had to face a terrible and complex situation, with various relationships intertwined. The People's Party had already exerted great effort on organization, and up to now, it could only ensure that orders from superiors could be guaranteed to be executed by subordinates. If one blindly nitpicked the errors within, many major tasks wouldn't even need to be done.

Qi Huishen would not be so stupid as to expand the topic infinitely. After stating the reasons for the suggestion of migrating some of the Jiangnan landlord relatives, he ended with, "Therefore, I believe that large-scale migration should be implemented for these people."

No one took up this conversation, and even Zhang Yu, who always dared to speak, remained silent. Chen Ke looked at the comrades and then said, "The two pillars of the socialist system are science and democracy. The science and democracy we, the People's Party, talk about are different from the science and democracy shouted by those scholars. Those guys who keep science and democracy on their lips mean that they themselves understand science and democracy, so they are naturally entitled to a superior status over others and the power to rule. But when we talk about science and democracy, it is to apply science and democracy to our work..."

Those who could sit in this position were all long-tested comrades. Everyone knew that Qi Huishen was right, and everyone knew that Chen Ke was right. The theory Chen Ke spoke of was very correct and had practical feasibility. The only problem was that many people simply couldn't understand what Chen Ke was actually saying. Or rather, comrades without a vast amount of work experience simply couldn't possibly understand what Chen Ke was saying. The comrades who could read and understand what Chen Ke was saying at the moment had almost risen within the organization like rockets; how could the grassroots possibly retain so many outstanding comrades? The current situation was that the upper echelons of the People's Party had gathered a large number of outstanding talents, and the operation at the entire strategic level was already relatively smooth. But with the expansion of the People's Party's liberated areas, various problems in grassroots operations could be said to be emerging one after another.

Qi Huishen could be considered a pillar of the state. As he said, a large part of the work of the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee had unexpectedly become correcting problems, rather than severely striking at enemies.

Chen Ke actually knew this too, but what had to be said still had to be said. If even the correct theory couldn't be expounded, that would be even worse. "Our party's 'On Practice' is to teach everyone scientific methods, and our party's 'On Contradiction' is the method to establish a democratic system. Now we must strengthen the study of these two documents. Our party's three major styles of work must be implemented. regarding seeking truth from facts, I think Comrade Qi Huishen has done very well."

After confirming his support for Qi Huishen, Chen Ke said, "So I now suggest that we need to make adjustments in the system. Many times, it is the top party and government leaders in various places who are responsible for talent selection. I hear there are many people writing notes [recommendation letters]. The result is that the leadership responsibility system now has a strong tendency to turn into a bureaucratic leadership dictatorship, and the power of the Organization Department has been greatly weakened instead. I feel this situation needs adjustment. The Organization Department is the part that selects talents according to the party's policies and program. This department determines the orientation of our party's personnel at all levels. Since there are so many problems now, we might as well start by rectifying the Organization Department. what does everyone think?"

As soon as these words came out, the comrades of the Central Politburo couldn't help but whisper to each other. The Party Committee had once unified all powers, especially the important personnel power. Now in Chen Ke's plan, preparing to elevate the Organization Department's personnel decision-making power was a very important change for the party organization. How great its impact would be simply couldn't be seen right now. Moreover, the establishment of more authority for the Organization Department meant that a management system needed to be established. Who would be responsible for this construction work was a big question. Currently, Qi Huishen was the Organization Minister, but his status and authority came more from his identity as a Politburo member. The implications here seemed quite subtle.

However, the People's Party had established a brand-new political system in these ten years. No matter what twists and turns there were, this system was constantly improving. Anyone who could perform outstandingly within it could be said to have a meteoric rise. The People's Party internally formulated an emergency response ranking list. It was about who would take over urgently in case leaders at various levels could not fulfill their work. The current Director of the General Office of the Central Committee, Ren Qiying, had become an important cadre ranked in the top one hundred in the People's Party's liberated areas from a landlord's daughter. That is to say, in case the top few dozen cadres died suddenly at the same time, Ren Qiying would leap to become the temporary supreme leader of the People's Party. Although the vacant position would soon be filled by a new successor through elections by party committees at various levels, this was enough to prove the importance of organizational construction work.

Many comrades looked at Qi Huishen with eyes containing some unconcealable envy and jealousy. Originally, no one thought Qi Huishen would launch such a sudden attack so "unwisely," but the result was that Qi Huishen quickly obtained more authority. Of course, more experienced comrades also began to suspect if this was a play performed by Chen Ke and Qi Huishen. Of course, no one dared to say so, or even hint at it. Everyone was very clear about the troublesome degree of grassroots work. If strengthening the work of the Organization Department could improve grassroots work, everyone would absolutely welcome it. So this proposal was passed very quickly.

After temporarily solving the problem raised by Qi Huishen, the meeting content returned to the Jiangnan issue discussed just now. If the landlord families were forcibly moved away, then how to deal with the militia corps as participants? This was also a thorny problem. In principle, the People's Party adopted a zero-tolerance attitude towards any independent armed forces existing under its rule. The problem was, if a policy of extermination was adopted against the militia corps participating in counter-revolutionary actions, many areas where counter-revolutionary atrocities were extremely rampant would be killed into uninhabited zones.

The Central Committee of the People's Party was very confident in the executive power of the People's Party. This confidence was built on the experience that any order would be carried out to the end. Once the conclusion of this meeting was out, it would determine the lives of tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of people. No one dared to take this lightly.

"The militia leaders must not be let off, but the guys below who were forced to obey should still be screened."

"If the masses' families demand that the killers pay with their lives personally, what do we do?"

"Some killings were not seen by the masses at all. If they demand that all participants pay with their lives, then what?"

"But what if there are participants who have repented? Do we not give them a chance to turn over a new leaf?"

"If someone is willing to atone for their crimes, and the victim's family also agrees, what about this?"

"Atone? For the victim's family, the perpetrator should atone for a lifetime. But for the redeemer, once they have saved their life, how long can this mood of atonement last? There are no filial sons before the bed of the long-sick, let alone for people who are not related by blood."

"If we kill them all, how many must be killed?"

"Then let's consider it in reverse. How about giving a reason not to kill them?"

Every opinion had certain reasoning. Similarly, this kind of counter-revolutionary act based on class struggle also had reasons to force people to death.

Later in the discussion, due to emotional numbness, more direct viewpoints also came out, "Cost! Cost! Any social behavior cannot be without cost, let alone the cost of such large-scale social action!"

No one loved killing people. Depriving a person of their life required great courage and motivation. For the counter-revolutionary leaders, the People's Party Central Committee would not consider giving them any chance to live. Similarly, for those who participated in the counter-revolutionary massacre because they were forced by life or just to live a better life, the central leaders, including Chen Ke, could not harden their hearts to determine a policy of physical elimination.

After a very long discussion, the Central Committee finally reached a compromise temporary measure: first establish concentration camps to lock all these people up. Of course, for those who still refused to surrender when the People's Party marched into Jiangnan, there was only the countermeasure of merciless elimination. Although such a decision still had to pay a huge social cost, compared to large-scale massacres, this choice still obtained the approval of the central comrades. Some things could be delayed for a day, so delay them for a day first.

Military preparations were already in place, but political decisions dragged their feet a bit. After the Politburo determined the overall plan to screen and cleanse Jiangnan, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were invited to Wuhan. After all, as the "long-tested" ally of the People's Party, the Western Zhejiang Branch of the Restoration Society could not be left behind at this time.

Similar to what Chen Ke thought, after Qiu Jin learned of the People's Party's counter-revolutionary suppression plan, her first reaction was "unbearable." Qiu Jin could accept the suppression of the "chief evils" among the middle-level executive personnel. Although it was an ironclad fact that Cai Yuanpei was the mastermind, Qiu Jin still said, "Wen Qing, regarding Mr. Cai... can you let him off?" If it were according to Qiu Jin's attitude, she would let off the upper echelons of the Restoration Society if possible, but instead deal a killer blow to the lower levels of the Restoration Society. As for the Beiyang Army behind the Restoration Society, Qiu Jin gritted her teeth and said, "Not one of those people can be left!"

Xu Xilin frowned and said, "Xuanqing, you still say such words at this point? If we let these people go, what will the tens of thousands of Restoration Society comrades killed by them think? Who will uphold justice for the hundreds of thousands of people killed in Western Zhejiang? In all matters, the chief evils must be executed! Mr. Cai's crimes..."

Speaking of this, Xu Xilin also couldn't go on.

Chen Ke listened quietly without making a sound. Xu Xilin was only 43 years old this year. Before April 12th, he still had a head of black hair. Now Xu Xilin's hair was almost completely white. He looked fully 20 years older. Qiu Jin was not much better; she was 41 years old this year and also had graying hair. The April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre launched within the Restoration Society was too great a psychological blow to these two revolutionary seniors. Not only their appearance, but the original sharpness of the two had also been exhausted. If it were 1905 when Chen Ke first met them, presumably these two would seek revenge on Cai Yuanpei and others regardless of life or death.

However, there was one point where the two were very consistent. After a period of silence, Xu Xilin said to Chen Ke, "Wen Qing, are you going to catch all the gentry in Jiangsu and Zhejiang in one net?"

"Whoever owes a blood debt to the people must pay it back." Chen Ke's attitude and statement were consistent from beginning to end. "We won't touch a finger of the gentry who did not participate in April 12th."

Qiu Jin frowned and looked at Chen Ke, "But if Wen Qing wants to carry out land reform in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, the gentry will absolutely not agree."

Chen Ke smiled. "Whether they agree or not is not up to them. The Agrarian Revolution is the policy of our People's Party. Wherever we go, from Guangxi to the Northeast, land reform has been implemented. The people's living standards have improved significantly, and social productive forces have been greatly liberated. From the perspective of China's interests, this proves that there are no problems with the land reform policy. Those who try to stop land reform are like a mantis trying to stop a chariot; if they encounter misfortune, it can only be said that they have brought it upon themselves."

Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin naturally knew the firmness of the People's Party's attitude toward the Agrarian Revolution. Seeing that persuasion was useless, the two stopped doing this useless work. Xu Xilin said, "Wen Qing, Jiangsu and Zhejiang have already suffered a great disaster, and so many people have died. I still hope Wen Qing has the virtue of caring for life and can show mercy. If you kill so many people, how will others comment on you when they mention you a hundred years later?"

If it were before, Chen Ke was still somewhat concerned about his reputation a hundred years later. But now he didn't care about this matter at all. The leaders of the communist revolution in history saved over a billion people, but as a result, they were slandered as unprecedentedly great demons in human history after their deaths. Chen Ke felt, what did he count as? If the Chinese revolution could succeed, he would at most be just one member among the numerous demons. If it really were so, Chen Ke felt this was still his glory.

As for eliminating counter-revolutionaries, Chen Ke didn't even worry that he had no supporters. At least among the people Chen Ke knew, when discussing this matter, as long as they weren't deliberately changing the subject, he really hadn't seen many people who denied the correctness of land reform and opposed demanding blood debts from those who slaughtered the common people.

However, Chen Ke was no longer the youth of the past who thought he could say whatever he wanted after mastering the correct theory. He smiled gently, "What the two of you reminded me is correct. If I can kill one less person, I will absolutely not kill one more. On this point, I think exactly the same as the two of you."

August 1, 1916, was the Army Day of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. The Central Military Commission of the People's Party formally issued the order to march into the three southeast provinces. The Fifth Field Army of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army set out from Anhui, and the Sixth Field Army set out from Jiangxi, attacking into Zhejiang and Guangdong respectively. The Southeast War of Liberation officially began.
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Chapter 167 Blood Debt Paid in Blood (3)

At the Mawei Naval Port in Fujian, the Beiyang Minister of the Navy Sa Zhenbing sat alone in his office. The guards outside stood strictly by the door; Sa Zhenbing had ordered that without his personal command, no one was allowed to enter. Ensuring that his train of thought would not be interrupted by any unexpected visitors, Sa Zhenbing opened the letter written to him by his old classmate and comrade-in-arms, Yan Fu. This was the third letter Yan Fu had sent.

The content of the letter was simple. Yan Fu frankly admitted that the People's Party's plan to advance into Korea had failed due to British intervention. Since an external war was no longer feasible, the flames of war from the Chinese bear were bound to sweep across the domestic battlefield. In the letter, Yan Fu formally invited Sa Zhenbing for the first time to join the People's Party and contribute his strength to the New China.

The letter was not long. Sa Zhenbing read it carefully several times, and only after confirming that he had not misunderstood Yan Fu's meaning at all, did he carefully put the letter away. Sa Zhenbing was born in 1859, a full five years younger than Yan Fu, who was born in 1854. In the winter of 1876, he was sent to the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, in the UK to study navigation along with Ye Zugui, Liu Buchan, Fang Boqian, and Yan Fu. After graduating from the British Naval Academy, Yan Fu became a devout teacher at the Beiyang Naval Academy, while Sa Zhenbing became a captain in the Beiyang Navy. After the First Sino-Japanese War, the surviving officers and soldiers of the navy were all dismissed and sent home. Yan Fu continued to teach and translate books. When Sa Zhenbing returned home, he was destitute and had to become a private tutor. Later, he was reinstated and returned to the navy. After the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion of China, Yan Fu left the imperial court and went to the populace, while Sa Zhenbing remained in the navy. However, the world is unpredictable, and now the two of them stood in opposing camps.

Despite being enemies, Sa Zhenbing was very envious of this big brother, Yan Fu. Merely after translating "Evolution and Ethics", Yan Fu had become a world-renowned scholar. Sa Zhenbing had long heard that Yan Fu had become the principal of the People's Party Naval Academy. As the teacher of the People's Party Chairman Chen Ke and the founder of the People's Party Navy, Yan Fu now had students everywhere. Many of the steamships running on the Yangtze River were built by the People's Party themselves, and it was said that their number and tonnage were not something the shipping bureaus established by the Manchu Qing could compare with. Sa Zhenbing was very clear that in today's declining Chinese navy, Yan Fu, as a great scholar and a great hero of the revival of the Chinese navy, would surely leave his name in history.

In the letter, Yan Fu guaranteed that if Sa Zhenbing could lead the Beiyang Fleet and Nanyang Fleet in Fujian to defect to the People's Party, the People's Party would appoint Sa Zhenbing as the Commander-in-Chief of the Navy. Sa Zhenbing believed that his big brother's guarantee would not be a deception. But Sa Zhenbing had no intention of defecting to the People's Party.

As the Beiyang Minister of the Navy, Sa Zhenbing was very clear about the People's Party's policy of people's revolution. On this point, regardless of whether he sincerely supported it or not, Sa Zhenbing could generally accept it. However, Sa Zhenbing felt that the land revolution promoted by the People's Party was too radical. As for the class struggle led by the People's Party, Sa Zhenbing felt that this was simply acting recklessly.

Like ordinary people of this era, Sa Zhenbing believed that there was good and evil, good and bad in this world. But a person's good or evil, good or bad, should be determined by their behavior. Sa Zhenbing believed that the Chinese traditional concept of good and evil did not exist in the People's Party's program. Class struggle did not care about personal behavior, only about whether one had money or not. Those with money were bad people, and those without money were good people. When Yuan Shikai was still alive, Sa Zhenbing and other high-ranking officials in Beijing thought this simple and crude attitude was simply the biggest joke in the world.

But the facts ruthlessly proved one thing: no matter how unreasonable the People's Party's policies were, the actual results were obvious. Chen Ke started from Fengtai County and overthrew the Beiyang government in just ten years. He even inflicted heavy losses on the Japanese army in the Northeast. The southeastern provinces had many dealings with foreign countries, and the armistice agreement signed between the People's Party and Japan was published in full in Shanghai newspapers. This was the first time in decades that China had won a victory from a great power through war and regained part of China's sovereignty. Japan's concessions, extraterritoriality, and other rights were completely stripped away. The compensation to Japan in the Boxer Indemnity and the compensation in the Treaty of Shimonoseki were all terminated in the treaty.

The foreign country Sa Zhenbing hated the most was Japan. In the First Sino-Japanese War, the Beiyang Navy suffered a disastrous defeat to Japan. This led to a war of unprecedented humiliation in the Manchu Qing era. Now the People's Party had annihilated more than 100,000 Japanese troops with the power of a few provinces. Such a record and the treaty signed afterwards proved the power of the People's Party with indisputable facts. The entire Beiyang and Nanyang navies, including Sa Zhenbing, were greatly shaken. If it weren't for the strong intervention of the British, who pulled the Allied Powers as Japan's backing, Sa Zhenbing believed that the People's Party would definitely have marched into Korea as Yan Fu said, wiping away the shame of the defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War. But the concept of "class struggle" of the People's Party still could not make Sa Zhenbing choose to defect to the People's Party with sincere conviction.

It was just that if they didn't defect to the People's Party, where was the way out for the Beiyang Navy and the Nanyang Navy? Sa Zhenbing was already 57 years old, long past the age where hot blood rushed up and he dared to do anything. He knew very well that even without a powerful fleet like Japan's, the current Beiyang and Nanyang fleets alone were enough to blockade the People's Party's maritime channels. Even if the People's Party currently looked like the number one army in the Far East.

The navy could roam the four seas when it had coal and shells, but when coal, shells, and food were exhausted, it still had to obediently return to the home port for supplies and repairs. Fujian had many mountains and was not rich in minerals. The Beiyang Navy had fled from Tianjin to Fujian in panic last year. Now many warships had been docked in the port for nearly a year, lacking coal and ammunition. Most of the ships could not move at all now, and many small ships were leaking seriously because there was no money for repairs. If this situation continued, in less than a few years, this fleet would completely lose its combat effectiveness amidst rust.

Even though Sa Zhenbing specifically had guards guard the door, someone was still able to let the guards come in and report, "My Lord, the navy officers and soldiers request an audience."

Sa Zhenbing couldn't help but sigh deeply. Since the collapse of the Beiyang Beijing government, Feng Guozhang had completely lost his source of funds. After the Beiyang Fleet went south, military pay hadn't been issued on time for more than half a year. Even if a little pay was issued, it was delayed and owed. An important means of maintaining discipline in the Beiyang Army was to issue pay on time, and Feng Guozhang did not have Yuan Shikai's appeal. The officers and soldiers couldn't even eat, and public sentiment was infuriated; recently it had reached a boiling point.

"Send someone to persuade them first." Sa Zhenbing really had no way to solve this problem either. After saying this, Sa Zhenbing's brows knit tightly together again. Only a powerful country could have a powerful navy, because the navy was a gold-swallowing beast. Manufacturing a warship already cost a huge amount, and the money spent to maintain the warship's combat effectiveness was more than that for manufacturing or purchasing the warship.

Sa Zhenbing couldn't help but waver in his heart. Even if his political views were quite incompatible with the People's Party, looking at China today, the only political force that had the money to build, maintain, and even develop a navy was the People's Party. And the People's Party also genuinely wanted to build a powerful navy. With his palm on his forehead, Sa Zhenbing had mixed feelings in his heart.

In the current war situation, there was not a single possibility of victory visible. Feng Guozhang had once tried to beg the British, and the British gave Feng Guozhang a very magical reply, "Britain will not participate in the war between the People's Party and Feng Guozhang. If Feng Guozhang dispatches a fleet to attack the People's Party, it absolutely must not affect the free passage of British merchant ships. Moreover, the Beiyang Fleet cannot dock in Shanghai."

Feng Guozhang took these words as a "pass" given by the British, but Sa Zhenbing almost fainted from anger at Feng Guozhang. The British attitude was telling Feng Guozhang, "You can die however you like, but if you dare to let us suffer any losses, we British will deal with you immediately."

Sa Zhenbing was very clear about the nature of these European and American powers. If Feng Guozhang could keep the three southeastern provinces, perhaps the British could still force Feng Guozhang to sign some treaties in exchange for some benefits. The People's Party could eliminate even the Beiyang Beijing government and beat away the Japanese; what did Feng Guozhang rely on to resist the People's Party's attack? Any agreement signed between the British and Feng Guozhang did not have a shred of credibility. In the current situation, it seemed the British still wanted to cause some trouble for the People's Party, so they had some contact with Feng Guozhang. If the People's Party could give the British benefits, I'm afraid the British fleet would have happily sailed over to help the People's Party besiege Feng Guozhang long ago.

But Feng Guozhang was completely confused at this time and couldn't see the situation clearly at all, only thinking of relying on the three southeastern provinces to resist stubbornly. Even if the Beiyang Fleet sailed into the Yangtze River to engage the People's Party, it could at most attack a few cities along the river belonging to the People's Party. The People's Party's army could still march into the three southeastern provinces openly. The navy had no use in this war. Not to mention that based on the navy's current ship conditions, basically not many ships could maintain combat effectiveness.

Apart from surrendering to the People's Party, did the navy have any other way out? Sa Zhenbing had to think despairingly. And judging from the situation that could be deduced from reality, unless the Beiyang Fleet and Nanyang Fleet dissolved themselves, there really was no other way out.

After painful contemplation, Sa Zhenbing finally sent someone to contact Yan Fu.

The liaison didn't have to go too far. Yan Fu was no longer in Wuhan now, but had arrived in Shanghai. He was temporarily living in the heavily guarded campus of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. Since the collapse of the Beiyang Beijing government, the People's Party's presence in Shanghai had become completely public. The consular corps of various countries in Shanghai turned a blind eye to the entry of a division of the People's Party army into Shanghai by boat, and Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who theoretically had administrative jurisdiction over Shanghai, also turned a blind eye to this. With Shanghai Renxin Medical College as the core, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army established its own garrison area. The British flag that originally flew over Shanghai Renxin Medical College had also turned into the Five-Star Red Flag.

When the envoy sent by Sa Zhenbing, He Rujie, entered Yan Fu's office, he found that his own biological brother, He Ruqing, was also there. He Rujie and He Ruqing were both biological younger brothers of Chen Ke's father-in-law, He Ruming. He Ruqing had been working at the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau, while He Rujie was a captain in the Nanyang Navy. Because of their relationship with Chen Ke, the three He brothers did not feel too much pain or loss over the collapse of the Manchu Qing and Beiyang; after all, people had to face the future. As long as the three of them didn't act foolishly, the He family's glorious future was not something far-fetched.

Yan Fu was a peer and good friend of the three He brothers' father, Old Master He. If looking from the perspective of mentorship, Chen Ke should actually call He Ruming and his two brothers "Senior Brothers". However, now that the He brothers saw Yan Fu, they didn't dare to be presumptuous in the slightest. Paying respects to Yan Fu respectfully with the etiquette of a junior, He Rujie presented a letter to Yan Fu with both hands, "Mr. Yan, this junior has come to deliver a letter entrusted by Lord Sa. Lord Sa asked this junior to send his regards to you."

"Sit." Yan Fu asked the He brothers to sit down. Without looking at the letter, Yan Fu said, "When your esteemed father, Old Master He, passed away, I wasn't able to go and pay my respects. Every time I think of it, I feel very regretful. When I went to Beijing a few years ago, I went to Old Master He's tomb and paid my respects, which can be considered as fulfilling my heart's intent."

He Rujie bowed and said, "Mr. Yan, that you could go to pay respects personally... if my father knows in the underworld, he will surely be extremely gratified."

Yan Fu waved his hand, "Sit, sit. We are family, no need for these conventionalities. I came this time mainly because the People's Party wants to settle the situation in Jiangnan. I am very concerned about the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau and the Beiyang and Nanyang Navies, so I came to Shanghai to preside over this matter."

He Rujie quickly stood up and replied, "Mr. Yan, you are a veteran senior of the Beiyang Navy and Nanyang Navy. At this time, you, the old senior, must point out the way for us juniors."

He Ruqing also stood up and said, "Mr. Yan, Shanghai was also Wenqing's initial place of rise. It's just that I didn't know a hero like Wenqing at that time, so I missed the opportunity to make friends. Now that Wenqing is seeing that he is about to unite the world, if there is any place where I can be of use, I hope Mr. Yan will speak clearly. I will definitely do my utmost."

Yan Fu knew that the He family had a very good upbringing. Although these two were also Chen Ke's uncles-in-law by status, they didn't dare to put on the "air" of an uncle-in-law at all. It was obvious that they had a very clear understanding of the fact that their lives and properties were in the hands of others. The two clearly expressed their stance and attitude. Yan Fu was not a person who liked to talk nonsense originally; since this was the case, he opened Sa Zhenbing's letter.

Unlike Yan Fu's concise letter, Sa Zhenbing wrote a long letter to Yan Fu eloquently. In the letter, Sa Zhenbing explained his political differences with the People's Party, but instead didn't introduce much about China's only two remaining major fleets. The general idea was that he hoped Yan Fu could try his best to stop the People's Party from acting rashly politically. And the current situation of the two major fleets was that it wouldn't do if they didn't surrender; he hoped Yan Fu could mediate and guarantee the interests of the two major fleets.

After reading the letter, Yan Fu asked He Rujie about the situation in Fujian. He Rujie smiled bitterly and said, "Military Governor Feng is short of money and people right now, and the entire Jiangnan is in a mess. Some people from the Military Governor's Office tried to intervene in the navy. Lord Sa has to deal with those people on one hand, and appease the brothers in the navy on the other. But the navy hasn't been paid for months; how can it be suppressed so easily?"

After He Rujie finished speaking, seeing Yan Fu's helpless sigh and regretful look, he tentatively said, "Mr. Yan, this junior has a presumptuous request. The situation is already like this now, and the entire Southeast knows that it is sooner or later that the People's Party will fight its way over. President Yuan couldn't even resist, let alone Military Governor Feng. Why don't you, Mr. Yan, give this junior some money now? After this junior goes back, I will use the money to relieve the navy brothers who can't even eat. See what these brothers' plans are. If the situation is feasible, the People's Party can send a fleet to transport the army and land directly in Fujian. Attack them unprepared and take down the Military Governor's Office in one fell swoop. At that time, the entire Fujian will be easily obtained."

This plan indeed had quite some merit. Yan Fu felt that He Rujie sold his superior extremely decisively. If this plan could succeed, Sa Zhenbing's attitude would no longer be important.
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Yan Fu and He Rujie discussed the matter and finally reached an agreement in principle regarding the surrender of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

The Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets had an obligation to ensure the safety of their vessels. Once they surrendered, all naval vessels would be handed over to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's naval forces. The Revolutionary Army, in turn, guaranteed the personal safety of the naval officers and men, and would make up for any unpaid wages. The naval personnel were obligated to remain in service with the new naval forces for one year, during which they would be responsible for assisting the Revolutionary Army's naval forces in familiarizing themselves with the vessels. During this period, their wages would be paid on time according to the original Beiyang pay scale. After one year, those officers and men who wished to remain in the Revolutionary Army's navy would receive wages according to the Revolutionary Army's naval standards. For those who did not wish to join the navy, the Revolutionary Army's navy would pay one year's wages as severance and allow them to return home.

Not talking about ideals, not talking about the future, but first solving the immediate concern of wages, and providing a standard for future wages. Yan Fu's proposal impressed He Rujie greatly. If Yan Fu had acted as a senior figure, ignoring the livelihood issues that the naval officers and men cared about most, and instead dictated terms to the navy from a high horse, He Rujie would have only felt embarrassed. Yan Fu started from the practical interests of the naval personnel, which made He Rujie feel much more relaxed, while also admiring the People's Party's strong economic power.

Negotiations were never completed in a single session. As soon as He Rujie settled things, he immediately took the boat back to Fujian. At least nominally, He Rujie had come to "patrol." After the "patrol" was over, naturally, he had to rush back immediately. Before leaving, He Rujie left Yan Fu with two sets of radio transmitters and exchanged communication times, frequencies, and codes. Running back and forth was indeed a waste of time; it would be much easier with radio transmitters.

Yan Fu also gave He Rujie twenty thousand silver dollars to carry out work after he returned. Although He Rujie's plan to send ships to transport the army to raid the Fujian Governor's Office could not be taken seriously for now, the preliminary work of buying over and appeasing the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets was indeed necessary.

After He Rujie left Shanghai, Yan Fu immediately discussed the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau with He Ruqing. After the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau was destroyed, the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau was considered the largest industrial production enterprise outside the People's Party's sphere of influence. In particular, the Jiangnan Shipyard under the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau was something the People's Party was determined to obtain.

"Mr. Yan, there is one thing I have never understood. Since Wang Youhong is alone and weak, and Shanghai is such a vital place, why has the People's Party delayed moving on Shanghai?" He Ruqing raised this question that had always puzzled him. As the number one contributor of commercial taxes in China, other forces would try to seize Shanghai whenever they had the chance. But the People's Party hesitated to act. Even though they had sent a division of troops to Shanghai, the People's Party showed no signs of actually controlling the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce or other institutions. Such unfathomable behavior was really worth pondering.

Yan Fu laughed: "What we want is Shanghai's production capacity, these factories, these equipment, these workers. This is the true foundation and strength of the country. Ignoring these precious resources and only thinking about collecting taxes to make money—what is the use of making more money? Moreover, we were surrounded by enemies before. Once we took Shanghai, this prize would not become our aid, but instead become our burden, our weak point. Not to mention others, just consider the Japanese we recently fought. If we had already seized Shanghai at that time, and the Japanese army, flying into a rage out of humiliation, sent warships to shell Shanghai in retaliation, what would we use to resist the Japanese army? Rather than that, we might as well let Shanghai remain in British hands for now. The Japanese would not dare to touch the British no matter what."

Having said this, Yan Fu laughed calmly: "Since we dare to take Shanghai, we will have the confidence to hold Shanghai and ensure its safety."

These words were spoken openly and honestly, leaving He Rujie dumbfounded. He had never thought that there were people in China today who disregarded immediate temporary gains and losses and looked at problems from such a long-term perspective. The People's Party's power had been sufficient to conquer Shanghai years ago; Yan Fu didn't need to speak in high-minded tones about this matter at all. Because of his excitement, He Rujie's voice trembled a little, "Mr. Yan, you... you really have the heart of a statesman."

Yan Fu smiled proudly, "Hehe, this is not my idea. This is the decision of the Party Central Committee. Those young people are the ones who truly have foresight. It is a great fortune for China to have such talents!"

He Rujie didn't care whether Yan Fu's evaluation of the young people in the People's Party Central Committee was true or false. What he could be sure of was that if he could make a great contribution when the People's Party took Shanghai, he, He Rujie, could at least save his own life. While this era certainly relied on personal relationships and family connections, He Rujie's father, Old Master He, had taught his children history, warning them that when it came to matters involving the Emperor, it was better to avoid them. The Imperial Family was the place that stressed rules the most; being at the center of the storm of power struggles, any torrent could crush a person to pieces. To settle down and get on with one's life in this world, the best way was to be able to do practical work and not fight for the limelight. In any era, even if the imperial court only wanted to save face, they still had to do some practical things. As long as one wasn't foolish enough to covet interests that shouldn't belong to them, officials who worked honestly generally lived long and didn't suffer from poverty.

Becoming Chen Ke's uncle-in-law, He Rujie did not feel that this was his capital. The He family had suffered countless sins because of their connection with Chen Ke. The reason the He brothers could live safely until now, apart from good luck, was also related to the virtue the He brothers had accumulated in their daily lives. If following Old Master He's teachings, He Rujie wanted to continue muddling along in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau as Chen Ke's relative, he now had to "treat Chen Ke as a relative," which meant putting in effort for Chen Ke and the People's Party. Even so, Chen Ke might not necessarily treat He Rujie well. Old Master He had long explained this, "Those in power, they themselves are often involuntary."

He Rujie said respectfully to Yan Fu: "Mr. Yan, I don't know the People's Party's plans, and I don't have much ability, so I can't do big things. But if there are some errand-running tasks, I will not decline. You are a senior, and I will listen completely to your arrangements and dispatch for such matters."

Seeing He Rujie being so sensible, Yan Fu also relaxed a lot. Since He Rujie was Chen Ke's relative, Yan Fu couldn't set him up. "There is no rush for the Shanghai matter. For now, we must first talk to Wang Youhong. You just continue to do your original job well."

"Yes." Hearing that Yan Fu did not intend to entrust him with a heavy responsibility, He Rujie felt a wave of relief in his heart.

The People's Party carried out its plan step by step. For the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, Yan Fu conducted instigation work in Shanghai. For Wang Youhong in Jiangsu, who had always had a sensible attitude, the People's Party also showed respect and prepared to determine the next step through negotiations. For the counter-revolutionaries in the three southeast provinces, the People's Party ordered the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to make their attitude clear.

On August 5, 1916, at 10:00 AM, Ji Ye, dressed in military uniform, ran all the way from the frontline command post attacking Hangzhou to the frontline positions. As a native of Zhejiang, Ji Ye was now serving as a liaison officer and communications officer. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set out from Anhui, the advance troops passed through the mountainous areas of western Zhejiang, broke through the Beiyang Army's defense lines all the way, and rushed directly to the foot of Hangzhou city. Ji Ye had been acting as a guide and liaison for the advance troops.

The troops implemented an encirclement campaign this time, so the various units did not immediately launch a siege upon arriving at Hangzhou city. They blockaded various traffic routes and arrested personnel fleeing from Hangzhou city. During the march, it wasn't that Ji Ye hadn't thought about staying in western Zhejiang; there were too many unjust souls of the Restoration Society's western Zhejiang branch comrades there, too many unjust souls of the western Zhejiang common people. She wished she could immediately demand payment for the blood debts from the local landlords. But Ji Ye suppressed the impulse and followed the troops to fight to the foot of Hangzhou city. The Hangzhou city before her was the central city where the Zhejiang counter-revolutionaries were entrenched. Given the combat effectiveness level of the Beiyang Army and the local armed forces, the primary task of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was actually not to capture Hangzhou, but to ensure that those counter-revolutionaries could not flee from Hangzhou city during the battle.

As a liaison officer, Ji Ye actually didn't need to go to the front line. The anger boiling in Ji Ye's heart urged the young female revolutionary to the front. Finally, the day had arrived when she could avenge her comrades. Ji Ye could not hold back her excitement no matter what. She wanted to see with her own eyes how the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought into Hangzhou city.

The straight-line distance from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's starting point to Hangzhou city was less than 200 li (100 km). Even with many mountain roads and rivers, the Revolutionary Army took less than four days to break through two Beiyang Army defense lines and arrive at Hangzhou city. It had been a few years since she last saw Hangzhou city, but Ji Ye didn't find any special changes on the Hangzhou city wall. The cyan military uniforms and caps of the Beiyang defenders were clearly visible through the binoculars. Judging from the way they ran back and forth on the city wall with lowered bodies, the Beiyang Army was indeed frightened enough.

Putting down the binoculars, Ji Ye looked at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commanders and fighters who were ready for battle. They had already dug trenches. Most comrades were not excited at this time; they held their guns and leaned against the walls of the trenches, dozing off.

Surprise attacking two or three hundred li in four days was not an easy task. Even though Ji Ye hadn't participated in the fighting, she was also tired enough. Seeing the comrades so relaxed before the battle, Ji Ye also leaned against the wall. Although various emotions were boiling in her heart, in an atmosphere that could even be described as peaceful, she unknowingly fell asleep.

Regardless of the atmosphere outside Hangzhou city, inside Hangzhou city, it was a mess like a pot of porridge. After the April 12th Purge broke out last year, Hangzhou city could be said to be heavily guarded. The three southern provinces had at least some self-knowledge. In September of last year, they actively launched two or three attacks on the People's Party, but after losing more than 30,000 people to the People's Party's continuous annihilation in the mountainous areas, they became honest.

There are a thousand days to be a thief, but no thousand days to guard against a thief. The profound posture of the People's Party's southern forces not taking the initiative to attack for more than a year initially made the people in Hangzhou startle three times a day, then startle once every three days, and finally, inevitably, they slacked off. When the People's Party eliminated the Beiyang government in Beijing, Hangzhou was tense for a while. When the People's Party started fighting with the Japanese, Hangzhou felt safe again, and even thought the People's Party would lose to the Japanese. After the signing of the Sino-Japanese Peace Treaty, the people of Hangzhou, whose moods had gone through great ups and downs, showed a numb expression under repeated passionate stimulation. They wishfully thought that the People's Party's main target in the next stage would be Duan Qirui, who had fled into Shanxi.

In fact, this idea had no rationality, but the crowd in Hangzhou insisted on thinking so. Beiyang and Japan, these two domestic and foreign forces stronger than the three southeast provinces, had been destroyed or retreated under the People's Party's attacks one after another. Even if they admitted that the People's Party's next target was themselves, what use would it be? Thus, among the prominent figures in Hangzhou city, some chose to leave Hangzhou, some chose to continue living in constant fear, and some simply plunged into various entertainment venues in Hangzhou to seek pleasure wantonly. When the news of the People's Party's attack reached Hangzhou, it took a day just to gather all the prominent figures in Hangzhou city. Then two days were spent arguing. Before a result could be argued out, the People's Party had surrounded Hangzhou city.

Just as rats will scramble to escape from a sinking ship, quite a few smart ones had already run away in these three days. When Cai Yuanpei, the speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly, convened a meeting, he discovered that many familiar faces did not appear at all. For example, Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming, the supreme commander who should have commanded Hangzhou's defense, had disappeared yesterday morning. It wasn't until the afternoon that the Zhejiang Assembly learned the news that the People's Party had broken through the Beiyang Army's defense line. Wang Ziming had once vigorously competed with Cai Yuanpei for control of Zhejiang. At the critical moment, Wang Ziming decisively abandoned the position he had once striven for. On the contrary, more than half of the assembly members from local Zhejiang gentry backgrounds remained. Although Zhejiang Assembly Speaker Cai Yuanpei could see that these people had fallen into a state of complete panic.

"Mr. Cai, how about we find someone to negotiate peace with the People's Party?" Finally, an assembly member proposed a suggestion that seemed relatively rational, but this suggestion was met with eye-rolls from many members. Zhejiang had been shouting slogans about destroying the People's Party for so long; going to negotiate peace now was just inviting humiliation. More importantly, the current Zhejiang Assembly, after the April 12th Purge, had absolutely no one who could speak to the People's Party. The degree of closeness to the People's Party was an important criterion for the purge. In that bloody storm last year, being close to the People's Party or being able to speak to the People's Party already met the criteria for execution.

"The urgent task is, who will command the Beiyang Army?" An assembly member raised this question. As the Governor of Zhejiang, Wang Ziming held military power, and the Beiyang Army was his subordinate. Many of the Restoration Society members who could fight had experience fighting alongside the People's Party. Most of the best fighters had followed Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin to western Zhejiang, and those among this group who didn't die had run to the People's Party. The remaining group had basically died under the Restoration Society's own butcher knife, and those who luckily survived were also eliminated by Wang Ziming through various means. The military leaders who had once dominated Jiangsu and Zhejiang were gone.

The local militia leaders Cai Yuanpei used for the purge naturally had their own purposes. After completing the work of killing for the purge, they took their militias back to the local areas to be local emperors. Apart from a few nominal "Restoration Army" leaders, there were no Restoration Society military personnel in Hangzhou city at all.

If the Beiyang Army wavered again at this time, the People's Party would be able to capture Hangzhou without encountering any resistance. Just when the assembly felt extremely dangerous, the bad news finally arrived. A Restoration Society spy almost rushed into the assembly hall scrambling and crawling, "Mr. Cai, the Beiyang Army in the east of the city has run away!"
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The eyes of the masses are sharp, regardless of which camp they belong to. Wang Ziming was originally placed by Yuan Shikai beside Feng Guozhang. After Zhejiang Governor Zhu Rui was assassinated, Feng Guozhang simply arranged for Wang Ziming to take the position of Zhejiang Governor. Wang Ziming was quite greedy for power and position; even though he knew this was inappropriate, he still took office. Upon learning that the People's Party had easily breached the defense line set up by the Beiyang Army in Western Zhejiang, he decisively chose to flee. As someone who had been a governor, Wang Ziming was smart; he didn't choose to foolishly abandon the city and flee directly. Wang Ziming first arranged for his subordinates to strengthen the defenses, and he himself pretended to inspect various city walls, even punishing several squads for defensive loopholes caused by panic.

After putting on a full show of defending Hangzhou City to the death, Wang Ziming took his own subordinates out of the city for inspection. He didn't bring his wife and children, nor did he bring large boxes of belongings. Wang Ziming's personal guards only carried a few small bundles. He truly inspected the defenses outside the city, and Wang Ziming returned to the city again to arrange several military affairs. He showed his face multiple times before disappearing.

Wang Ziming was very clear that if he didn't do this and ran away directly, the result would be that the Beiyang Army in the entire Hangzhou City would immediately collapse. Collapse was sooner or later; the People's Party, capable of annihilating over a hundred thousand Japanese troops, could certainly easily crush Hangzhou's defenders. Since that was the case, from the perspective of Wang Ziming's interests, a Zhejiang full of defeated soldiers was even more dangerous. Rather than that, it was better to let the Beiyang Army defending Hangzhou become the People's Party's target, while Wang Ziming seized this opportunity to withdraw to Shanghai first.

Such decisiveness indeed bought time for Wang Ziming. The Beiyang Army, kept in the dark, indeed held on for less than twenty-four hours more. But after failing to find Wang Ziming multiple times, the Beiyang Army also realized what happened. The Beiyang Army in the east of the city was the first to choose to flee for their lives. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army facing these routed soldiers received the order: "Do not let a single one go."

Routed soldiers are more terrible than bandits. This matter, proven countless times in history, had also been encountered by the People's Party. Back then, after releasing the captured Beiyang 3rd Division, these Beiyang soldiers, who had no weapons in their hands, also turned into routed soldiers after marching, looting the common people around Xuzhou along the way. The purpose of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army entering Zhejiang was to eliminate the counter-revolutionaries in Zhejiang, not to let the flames of war poison Zhejiang. What's more, the hands of these Beiyang troops were stained with the blood of too many masses in Western Zhejiang.

"Fire!" The commanders on the front line all received the order. A fire net composed of machine guns and rifles instantly covered the Beiyang routed soldiers fleeing out of the city. The Beiyang Army originally thought that the People's Party did not have many troops outside the city. Soldiers dragging their guns thought they could escape by bypassing the People's Party's positions blocking the city gates. When they suddenly discovered a large number of Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army soldiers appearing from many places, bullets were already whistling towards them. Those running at the very front were knocked to the ground in patches. Those who died directly suffered less pain; the wailing of those who didn't die immediately scared the Beiyang soldiers behind them into screaming and turning around to run back into Hangzhou City.

The appearance of routed soldiers meant that the military organization inside the city had already collapsed. Some very lucky guys were not killed immediately, and the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army immediately captured a very small number of lucky ones. After interrogation, the news that Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming had privately fled shocked the comrades.

As the mastermind and one of the main executors of the April 12th Massacre, Wang Ziming occupied a position in the top three on the blacklist listed by the People's Party this time. This was an important figure who must be seen alive or dead. The routed soldiers didn't know much; they had no will to fight in the first place. After hearing that Hangzhou Governor Wang Ziming had already fled, everyone simply scattered in an uproar. As for when Wang Ziming ran, where he ran to, or where he had run, they naturally knew nothing. Even whether Wang Ziming had really fled, the routed soldiers couldn't be completely sure.

While tightening military deployment, the comrades on the front line also passed the latest situation to the headquarters.

Attacking Hangzhou was the 39th Army under the establishment of the 5th Field Army. Corps Commander Zhao Weiguang said: "Since we can't determine Wang Ziming's movements, let these routed soldiers determine who is still in the city first. Those inside the city absolutely cannot be allowed to run away."

Dealing with the Beiyang Army, there was no need to worry too much about troops in other places mobilizing for rescue. Plus, with air force reconnaissance, the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's 39th Army left no reserves at all, but dispatched all twenty thousand troops to completely surround Hangzhou City.

The battle in the east of the city alarmed troops in other areas, and the news quickly spread. Ji Ye, who was a liaison officer in the north of the city, soon received the news. Ji Ye rushed into the affiliated division headquarters, "Division Commander Liu, please suggest to the Corps Commander to immediately dispatch a search team to arrest Wang Ziming."

Division Commander Liu looked very serious, "Comrade Ji Ye, catching Wang Ziming is not just your personal wish, but also one of the missions of this war."

Hearing Division Commander Liu's words, Ji Ye breathed a sigh of relief. If she couldn't catch the executioner Wang Ziming, her heart could never be at peace. However, Division Commander Liu's next words surprised Ji Ye slightly. "Comrade Ji Ye, there is always a question of priority in things. The purpose of waging war is to win the war. Only after the war is won can the follow-up actions of arresting counter-revolutionaries take place. So I suggest you carefully consider the priority of this issue. Do not let personal thoughts affect the process of this war."

Ji Ye was also a smart comrade. She soon discovered that when she barged in, a discussion meeting was taking place inside the division headquarters. The staff officers and commissars whose normal work was interrupted by Ji Ye did not look at Ji Ye with malicious eyes, but a trace of blame was inevitable. "Ah! I'm sorry to disturb the comrades' work." Ji Ye couldn't help but blush.

The difficulty of the battle against the Southern Beiyang Army was not high. By the afternoon of that day, after the follow-up 40th Army troops followed up, the 39th Army, which had already deployed its attack positions, immediately launched an attack. The reorganized Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had undergone large-scale personnel transfers and training. Experienced troops, besides supporting new troops with personnel, also put great effort into training.

Assault firepower composed of light machine guns, rifles, grenades, and accompanying artillery easily tore the enemy's defense line to shreds. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army paid only a very small price to storm the city wall and occupy key high grounds. Looking down from above, the troops saw the enemies rushing about like wolves in the gradually shrinking encirclement. They tried to find a road to escape, and every attempt to find one failed at the cost of several lives.

Large numbers of Beiyang troops subsequently surrendered. The spearhead troops divided Hangzhou City into pieces along the streets and bridges of Hangzhou. The nights in August were still short; at past eight in the evening, the sky had still not completely plunged into darkness. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's combat camouflage uniforms and the Beiyang Army's all-blue military uniforms were extremely easy to distinguish. Looking down from above, one could see that wherever the red flag of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army pointed, the Beiyang troops, whose numbers were far greater than the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, threw down their weapons one after another and knelt to surrender.

Some Beiyang troops who continued to rush about like wolves also lost their will to fight. After seeing the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's troops, they turned their heads and ran. But there were more and more Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army soldiers inside Hangzhou City. After running back and forth for a while, surrounded by black muzzle openings and snow-bright bayonets, these guys also surrendered.

After losing Wang Ziming's command, the Beiyang Army basically couldn't talk about such a thing as morale anymore, and the battle proceeded extremely smoothly. After the sky went completely dark, the real resistance broke out at the assembly site defended to the death by the Zhejiang Assembly.

That bunch from the Zhejiang Assembly knew that the People's Party would absolutely not let them go. During the April 12th Massacre last year, the people of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch were killed miserably, but the remaining group withdrew to the People's Party as an organizational unit. The assembly members were all clear that even if the People's Party let the people of the Zhejiang Assembly go, the Western Zhejiang Branch that killed its way back would not let the assembly members of the Zhejiang Assembly go. There were quite a few in the Zhejiang Assembly who had played with guns. They weren't good at leading troops to fight, but they still had the confidence that killing one was breaking even, and killing two was earning one in the end.

The order the troops received was to capture these reactionary ringleaders alive. Facing the desperate resistance of these people, it was not difficult to turn these counter-revolutionaries and the Zhejiang Assembly building completely into powder with devastating firepower. Under the circumstance that the war had already been won, the issue of capturing them alive should be considered more.

The attacking troops discussed it; trying to catch all these guys without one dying was not realistic. At the moment, they could only kill as few enemies as possible. After the troops readjusted their deployment, first one red and two green signal flares rose into the sky. Then, several dazzling new stars suddenly burst out in the sky. The flares, looking down from above, illuminated a huge area centered on the Zhejiang Assembly in the night as if it were day.

The heavy machine guns moved into position opened fire fiercely at the assembly's courtyard wall. Bullets punched bowl-sized deep pits in the courtyard wall, or simply penetrated the wall and hit directly inside the courtyard. Fragments of bricks and stones and gray dust took on the appearance of thick smoke in the air. The enemy firepower guarding the assembly site was instantly weakened to almost negligible. The attacking troops, wearing dust-proof goggles, began to crawl forward taking advantage of such a situation.

As the flares fell to the ground, the vicinity of the assembly recovered darkness slightly. Less than ten minutes later, several more flares rose into the sky again. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's heavy machine guns continued to chisel fiercely on the wall. Several sections of the courtyard wall were forcefully cut off by bullets, swaying and falling towards the inside of the courtyard. With the rumbling sound of the walls falling to the ground, thicker smoke rose from inside the courtyard.

The heavy machine guns near those courtyard walls stopped firing. The soldiers who had already reached the vicinity of the courtyard walls took three steps as two and rushed to the person-high courtyard wall. The soldiers in front placed wooden ladders on the gaps, and the soldiers behind climbed over the wooden ladders and jumped into the courtyard.

Ji Ye had also followed the troops to the enemy's final stronghold at this time. Seeing the soldiers swarming in, she pulled out her pistol and wanted to rush inside too. The comrades on the front line saw from Ji Ye's neck-length short hair that she was a woman. Someone immediately grabbed Ji Ye. "Don't go!"

Ji Ye thought this was a comrade worrying about her safety. Before she could say some ruthless words about personally taking revenge even if she died, the comrade who held her said: "You are not from the unit, so don't go and disrupt the unit's order."

It turned out she was looked down upon! Ji Ye instantly felt a myriad of flames of anger. She was, at any rate, someone who had fought in Nanjing and withstood the attack of Wang Youhong's army of ten thousand together with hundreds of People's Party and Restoration Society warriors. Just then, the sound of charge bugles rang out almost simultaneously from all sides of the Zhejiang Assembly site! This was the order to attack. Every soldier immediately raised the weapon in their hands and charged towards the gaps where the enemy could no longer be seen.

The comrade holding Ji Ye paused slightly, let go of his hand, and charged forward with his unit. Delayed by half a step, Ji Ye also merged into the torrent composed of soldiers and launched a charge against the final fortress of the enemy's desperate resistance inside Hangzhou City.

Cai Yuanpei once thought he understood war, or at least thought he understood how to command a war. When the People's Party imposed real war upon Hangzhou City, Cai Yuanpei discovered that he actually didn't understand war at all. Cai Yuanpei knew "an army burning with righteous indignation is bound to win". After the Beiyang Army lost its highest commander, not only did it not show the posture of "sorrowful troops" under the unfavorable situation, but it collapsed entirely. The only ones in Hangzhou City who could be commanded were actually a group of assembly members, and the garrison troops locally in Hangzhou still under the control of the Restoration Society.

Cai Yuanpei also knew "speed is precious in war" and "move like a escaping rabbit, still like a virgin". When Hangzhou City was in a mess like a pot of porridge, the People's Party held their troops still, and no news could be found at all. Then the attack began simultaneously from all directions. Various news arrived one after another. The People's Party breached the North Gate, South Gate, East Gate, West Gate. The People's Party attacked into Hangzhou City. The speed of the war situation's changes was even faster than the imagination of the entire war situation Cai Yuanpei built in his mind. By the time Cai Yuanpei truly determined the war situation, the People's Party had already begun to besiege the Zhejiang Assembly.

The siege battle was even more beyond Cai Yuanpei's imagination. The new gadgets that illuminated the Zhejiang Assembly site like day radiated dazzling white light in the sky, so bright that the naked eye couldn't even look directly at them. The battle was not the blade-against-blade, spear-against-spear slaughter in imagination. The People's Party's firepower was not a battle line, but individual firepower points. At every point, the People's Party unleashed ammunition of terrible density. That was simply not an attack, but a storm composed of bullets.

Cai Yuanpei also went to the front line personally. Of course, at this time the straight-line distance between the "rear" and the front line was only over two hundred meters. The People's Party's circular attack turned the front, back, left, and right of the assembly into front lines. In the places where dense bullets reached, they could turn a person into a sieve, into fragments. Cai Yuanpei saw with his own eyes a brave assembly member who, because he accidentally exposed himself under the People's Party's concentrated fire, had his head, shoulders, arms, and upper body instantly turned into something like a ragged cloth amidst violent shaking. As if that wasn't flesh, but a pile of rotten mud. The assembly members and the participating garrison troops didn't dare to lift their heads, and then the People's Party suddenly swarmed in from the gaps in the collapsed walls.

Those guys from the Zhejiang Assembly who had dared to carry guns forward to fight desperately in despair, when the People's Party soldiers charged into the assembly courtyard shouting the slogan "Disarm and no killing", facing the black muzzle openings and the bayonets on the rifles that shone under the light above their heads as bright as day, those people raised their hands honestly and surrendered. As for those soldiers of the Garrison Command, they surrendered obediently while coughing and shouting "Sir, don't shoot".

All this was the reality that Cai Yuanpei saw with his own eyes and experienced personally. And all this made Cai Yuanpei feel a sense of unreality. The distance from the position where the People's Party launched the attack to the Zhejiang Assembly was such that if a prominent figure in Hangzhou put on airs slightly, the time spent on the road would greatly exceed the time of the People's Party's attack.

Those People's Party soldiers wearing strange clothes and wearing steel helmets fluently finished off all resisters and resolved the battle. If not for the fact that these people were shouting Chinese, Cai Yuanpei wouldn't even be able to associate them with Chinese people. As a great scholar, Cai Yuanpei was still willing to seek truth from facts. He was surprised to find that it was not until the People's Party's army appeared before his eyes that he understood he had never known he was fighting against such a powerful force before.

Before Cai Yuanpei could think much more, he saw a woman wearing a strange patterned military uniform and carrying a pistol appear in front of him. After identifying carefully, Cai Yuanpei finally recognized that this was Ji Ye, a capable general of the Western Zhejiang Branch.

Ji Ye shouted: "Surnamed Cai, the blood debt you owe has finally come to the time to be repaid!"

This voice was not too loud amidst a chaotic noise, and then Cai Yuanpei saw Ji Ye raise her pistol and want to shoot him, but was then pulled away by several People's Party soldiers. Unknown why, Ji Ye's action of wanting to kill him instead made Cai Yuanpei feel a burst of relief. This was the only person Cai Yuanpei considered familiar in this intense and strange night, and also the only matter Cai Yuanpei could understand and imagine with his reason.



★


Blood Debt Paid In Blood 6

Volume 5 - Chapter 170

❧ ❧ ❧


170 Blood Debt Paid In Blood (6) "Just how many people did they kill here?" For soldiers who kept company with war and death at all times, it was not an easy thing to make their voices tremble. A search team of the 15th Army Group of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stood on a rocky beach by a small river, staring blankly at patches of black stones. This was an ordinary small river in the Western Zhejiang water system, not even having a proper name. According to the information provided by Fan Ainong, a member of the Western Zhejiang Branch, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's search team indeed found this relatively hidden site of a massacre. After the reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, most units had combat experience. It was easy to distinguish whether something was bloodstains. The mottled black presented by the stones before their eyes was not their original color, but left by a large amount of fresh blood soaking in and drying up on the rocks. Zhejiang was rainy; seeing this black color clearly after more than a year of wind and rain showed just how much blood had flowed back then. The search team couldn't just look a few times and be done with it. The comrades first scraped the surface of the black stones a few times with military daggers. Sure enough, the cyan stone texture was immediately revealed under the black surface layer. The recorders recorded these data one by one. "Just how many people did they kill here?" Even though they had said it once, the comrades said it again in a doubtful tone. The search team didn't just look and touch simply to finish the job, and the tragic massacre left a large number of traces even after more than a year of wind and rain. Besides the stones soaked by a large amount of fresh blood, the search even found quite a few broken bone fragments, and even shattered skull caps. Controlling major cities, ports, and transportation lines, and then implementing suppression of counter-revolutionaries region by region. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's plan to attack the three southeastern provinces was not bizarre; it was completely a cliché pattern. After liberating Hangzhou, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ensured control over northern Zhejiang. The 5th Army Group split its forces to go south and east, and the 15th Army Group took over the already liberated areas. The comrades had all heard of the miserable state of Western Zhejiang. After truly entering Western Zhejiang and searching carefully in those places of collective killing, tragic traces could still be found. After more than a year of wind and rain, mottled bloodstains could still be faintly seen on city walls, and countless evidence was searched out in places of massacres. Such search operations were naturally not to find survivors, but to confirm the monstrous crimes committed by the counter-revolutionaries. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was never afraid of battle and showed no mercy when fighting enemies. But this did not mean that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army liked to kill people, nor did it mean the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to treat human life like grass. To suppress counter-revolutionaries required reliable evidence. There were no soldiers from Zhejiang in the various units, and the troops had not operated in Zhejiang before. If such searches were not conducted, it would be difficult for the troops to understand to what extent the enemy could be ferocious. Looking at the collected intelligence, Heidao Ren, Political Commissar of the 15th Army Group, turned green in the face. As a Japanese, Heidao Ren could understand such a thing as brutality. Driven by fear, humans would always do some things that normal people found incredible. During the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan had carried out quite a few massacres. But that was against the nationals of another country. To carry out such brutal massacres against one's own nationals was something that challenged human imagination. Heidao Ren naturally wouldn't declare to the comrades the results of his thinking based on different ethnicities. Instead, He Jinwu, Commander of the 15th Army Group, and Lu Zhengping, the Chief of Staff, couldn't help but sigh: "Back then we thought we were ruthless enough when killing landlords in the base area. Now looking at it, that was true compassion." If the landlords heard this, they would definitely think the People's Party cadres were talking nonsense. But Heidao Ren was extremely approving of this statement. It wasn't that he was now on the killing side. Looking at the overall situation, the People's Party had killed no more than 600,000 reactionaries in the liberated areas of eight provinces over several years. Those people all had blood cases on their hands or were killed in open warfare. Adding the Chinese and Japanese soldiers killed in the revolutionary war, the total number was still less than one million. Now, judging solely by the incomplete data temporarily collected, the number of Restoration Society members and Peasant Association members killed in Zhejiang Province alone would exceed 100,000. After the upcoming counter-revolutionary suppression operation was completed, it was expected that another 200,000 to 300,000 would be killed from beginning to end. This was just the territory of one province. In the entire three southeastern provinces, during this counter-revolutionary massacre and the suppression of counter-revolutionaries targeting the massacre, the total number of people who had died and would die would probably not be less than one million. If the People's Party had relied on military force to conquer the three southeastern provinces from the beginning, even if they adopted sufficiently ruthless disposal methods, the number of people dying in the revolutionary war and the actions to suppress landlords would absolutely not have exceeded 100,000. Compared to the cruelty of the reactionaries' counter-attack, the severity of the People's Party knocking down reactionaries simply felt like a spring breeze brushing the face. Chen Ke once said that revolution is the greatest humanitarianism. Heidao Ren finally understood the heaviest part of those words now. Revolution would cause a large number of deaths in a very short time, but compared to the number of people dying from being involved in long-term chaos, not only would the number of dead be greatly reduced, but the fresh blood and life of every deceased person would leave their own value in history. Heidao Ren couldn't help but recall another remark Chen Ke had made: the history of human progress is like the formation of coal; at first it is a large lump, and in the end, there is only a small bit. And it is not enough for the fresh blood offered to be of sufficient quantity; the quality must also be sufficient. What must be offered on the altar is the blood of truly determined revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries. Heidao Ren once felt Chen Ke's words were a bit too much groaning without illness. Seeing the true situation of the April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre with his own eyes, he suddenly understood what Chen Ke was talking about. Understanding everything Chen Ke referred to, Heidao Ren couldn't help but have another doubt pop up. With what kind of perspective did Chen Ke gain insight into history and revolution? How much willpower did it take to admit that the revolution must cross a sea of blood with no bottom in sight to continue forward, to possibly approach the shore of victory? "Commissar Heidao, we must hurry up with our mobilization meeting this time," said Lu Zhengping, Chief of Staff of the Army Group and Deputy Secretary of the Army Group Party Committee. "The soldiers feel they came to fight a war, not to kill people like cutting rice like this. Or should we hand this work over completely to the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee?" The People's Party had quite a few foreign party members, or more accurately, Japanese party members. The original default rule in the army was that Japanese party members could not become party committee secretaries. With the sharp increase in the number of troops, this defaulted to foreign party members not being able to become commanders above the corps level. Anyway, army group political commissars and army group commanders participated in all high-level military meetings and party committee meetings. This adjustment was less a precaution than a protection. With the troops spread so large, often it wasn't that a certain individual would cause irreparable loss to the troops, but that one had to guard against a not-small number of people with ulterior motives gaining opportunities to spread rumors and slanders. Heidao Ren had risen all the way from company commander and political commissar and had never cared about this. It wasn't that the Japanese side hadn't sent spies attempting to contact Heidao Ren, so rumors and slanders were actually more terrible than assassination. Everyone knew this point, and Heidao Ren really couldn't take these things to heart. He answered: "First wipe out the militias attempting to resist; knocking them out is the root. Suppression of counter-revolutionaries has never been a matter of one or two days." In order to be able to kill fewer people while trying not to let off counter-revolutionaries, the counter-revolutionary suppression plan for the entire three southeastern provinces would take more than a year or even longer. The primary step was not to disrupt the three southeastern provinces, but to stabilize them and immediately establish a household registration system. Counter-revolutionaries would also flee; the problem of the masses fleeing their native land during times of war was common. The liberated areas had ample experience with this. After the strict household registration system was established, those displaced persons from other places underwent containment, screening, and repatriation. Added to the circulation of intelligence, many guys who owed blood debts in their hometowns and fled were arrested and brought to justice. After proving to the masses in the localities that those criminals would be caught and executed even if they fled to the ends of the earth, the prestige of the People's Party was established along with it. This suppression operation in Jiangsu and Zhejiang adopted the same train of thought and model. "It would be great if there were no wars sometime!" Army Group Commander He Jinwu sighed. He was also an old soldier with ten years of military service and had participated in almost every battle in Jiangnan. Long-term war, and the slaughter and destruction brought by war, made these soldiers desire peace more than anyone else. In the military education of the People's Party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stepped onto the battlefield without hesitation precisely for the sake of peace. Because of this, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could always maintain high morale. "That also depends on to what extent the militias resist in cornered struggles!" Lu Zhengping was not blindly optimistic about the bloody storm to be experienced on the road to peace. Just as he thought, ever since the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered Zhejiang, battles had been going on every day. Breaking the Beiyang Army, destroying or capturing the Beiyang Army did not mean the end of the war. In the various villages of Zhejiang, the war was proceeding even more cruelly. In a valley, twenty or so people wearing various colored clothes were sweating profusely and fleeing with stumbling steps. They were the militia of Wujialing in Western Zhejiang. During April 12th, this militia had killed quite a few members of the Peasant Association in Western Zhejiang. Before the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought over, they knew they had forged a deep blood feud with the People's Party, so they tried their best to contact the Beiyang Army for support. When the Beiyang Army set up defense lines in Western Zhejiang, these people tried their best to communicate with the Beiyang Army. So after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke the Beiyang Army's defense line, this militia received the news immediately. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attacked Wujialing, they did put up a cornered resistance. But with the difference of heaven and earth between the two sides' weapons and equipment, military training, and tactical level, the militia soon found themselves half-surrounded. The firepower strike point of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was right on the soft underbelly of the militia's defense line. Under dense and accurate firepower attacks, the guys in the militia attempting to resist were knocked down one by one. These people had all slaughtered local Peasant Association members; they knew the result if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won. So when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cut into the soft underbelly of the militia's defense system, split the militia's defense line in two, and began a pincer attack from two sides, the militia leader made a prompt decision to take people and run. He couldn't care about his family and wealth, nor could he care about so many brothers. At this moment, what these people could do was save themselves first. Along the way, the pursuing team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fired shots continuously. The guys lagging at the end were either knocked down or simply knelt and surrendered after they couldn't run anymore. The militia leader Wen Side was also a local "hero"; he gritted his teeth and led the team running for their lives, maintaining the team somehow. Such a small team used their advantage of familiarity with the terrain to flee desperately. Guns were thrown away, weapons were thrown away, everything hindering escape was thrown away. Running to the point where they were almost foaming at the mouth, the pursuers from the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army behind them still bit on deathly tight without letting go. Stumbling and staggering into the valley, the pursuers behind seemed tired too, and the distance between the two sides did not shorten. Wen Side, taking the lead, finally slowed his pace a bit. As a result, with him taking the lead, people behind him simply collapsed on the ground, unable to move. Wen Side shouted anxiously: "Get up quickly! You can't rest; once you rest, you can never move again." But no matter how Wen Side shouted, the militia members who had sat down or fallen down still couldn't move. "Sigh!" Wen Side knew these brothers really couldn't run anymore. He shouted fiercely and continued to walk forward. Seeing Wen Side wanting to go without taking them, the brothers behind struggled to stand up. But they saw Wen Side hadn't gone too far when a snow-white flower popped up on his head. This familiar scene reminded the militia members of the look they would see when shooting at the heads of Peasant Association members with rifles more than a year ago. Only then did they hear a clear gunshot from the mountain. The gunshot was like a signal; Wen Side was still standing relatively straight, and then he fell straight backward.
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一七一 血债血偿（七）

The snipers displayed tremendous power in the encirclement and suppression battle. Whether it was dealing with the stubborn resistance of the militia in cornered positions or driving the fleeing militia into the encirclement for annihilation, their precise strike capabilities inflicted fatal casualties on the enemy. The war mode constructed by modern warfare concepts was simply beyond the comprehension of a militia that still believed collective volley fire could greatly intimidate the opponent. When modernization suddenly occurred before their eyes, the reaction of the militia was exactly the same as Cai Yuanpei's; they understood neither the objective of the People's Party's actions nor the process of the People's Party's actions. The only thing the militia could do was fight a battle that was chaotic for them, and then confusedly accept the fate of being killed or captured.

The backbone of the forty-some militia groups in Western Zhejiang numbered more than nine hundred men. Including various hanger-ons or cannon fodder making up the numbers, there were more than three thousand people. Under the fierce attack of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they were completely wiped out very quickly. The price paid by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was five dead and seventy-eight wounded.

The troops were not at all ecstatic because of such a "victory." The subsequent work was not easy at all. The troops separately interrogated all the captured personnel about every massacre operation they had participated in. The confessors led the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to find massacre sites one by one. Through investigation and excavation, collective massacre sites and corpse burial grounds were discovered one after another.

After class struggle turned into class war, its tragic state could only be described as hair-raising. Skulls were shattered, or heads were chopped off, or breastbones were completely pierced by bullets from front to back; in the remains of some masses, broken spear tips could even be seen. Different weapons created different injuries. Every burial site signified a massacre, and some large burial pits actually contained several kinds of masses who died from different injuries, which proved that the slaughter carried out in these places happened not just once, but multiple times.

As combat experts, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could very clearly distinguish these differences. Through the excavation of the burial sites, some massacres that the participants dared not speak of were also discovered. But these people knew that once their crimes were exposed, they would definitely die. No matter how the comrades of the troops interrogated, many people absolutely would not talk about their own evil deeds and flatly denied the exposure of others.

The perpetrators refused to admit it, so they could only ask others. However, mass work encountered great trouble. The majority of the common people still surviving in Western Zhejiang now were not Peasant Association activists. More accurately speaking, the Peasant Association activists and even the common people who joined the Peasant Association had been killed cleanly. For these people, their relationship with the landlords, gentry, and militia was actually somewhat closer. They refused to stand up and reveal what had actually happened at the time no matter what.

The help that the comrades in Western Zhejiang could offer was actually limited. The grassroots comrades of the Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch suffered heavy casualties, and the members in quite a few areas were all killed off. The local situation they provided was very effective, but in terms of details, more accurately in terms of household registration statistics, it was much worse. This problem was only resolved after the comrades who conquered Hangzhou confiscated a large batch of Western Zhejiang household registration documents that the Hangzhou side had seized from Western Zhejiang.

Those were the local situation files produced by the Western Zhejiang Branch, including population and detailed household registration and identity of each village. In these files, almost more than half of the names were ticked off with a vermilion pen. The annotation below was "Executed"!

Seeing the files they had worked so hard to produce with their own eyes, as well as the shocking execution instructions on them, the comrades of Western Zhejiang wailed loudly. There were not many Zhejiang people among the cadres of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but even so, after seeing such files, everyone's eyes turned red. Whole families upon whole families had their names ticked off; men, women, old, and young, none were spared. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would never take their participation in the public trial and execution of landlords as their own achievement to brag about; that was killing people after all. Even if they did not feel in the wrong when killing those wicked people, they would absolutely not feel happy in their hearts. Now, all the guilt in the comrades' hearts was swept away, and incomparable hatred for the enemy filled their chests.

However, what was truly of great help to the specific work were the files regarding land records. After cross-referencing, the troops discovered the true reason why those common people who had not joined the militia kept their mouths shut. Every one of these families possessed land that originally did not belong to them. After the landlords and gentry commanded the militia to massacre the common people who joined the Peasant Association, they hypocritically gave a portion of the land of the original Peasant Association members to those "relatively honest" common people. Even if they had no human lives on their hands, in order to keep their own land, the common people could not expose others. Once the local order was restored to the situation before April 12th, it primarily meant that these peasants who obtained land would lose this land.

"This bunch of bastards!" The cadres of the troops became angry because of this very reasonable explanation. The object of this anger was those common people who maintained silence. "Do they think that if they don't say anything, we can't find out?"

Seeing the situation was not right, the political commissars hurriedly persuaded the agitated cadres, "No matter what situation arises, we of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cannot treat the people as our own enemies."

"The people? We treat them as the people, but they don't feel that we are their own! With this behavior of theirs, how do they look like the people?" The cadres almost started shouting abuse.

Political commissars were political commissars after all; they had to talk politics at all times, especially at such a critical moment. "No investigation, no right to speak. At any rate, let us clarify the problem first!"

With the land and household registration situation, investigations were launched all over Western Zhejiang. For example, in Wujialing, the troops questioned four families of common people who occupied the good land of the killed masses.

Seeing the comrades of the troops state the detailed situation and knowing that they could not muddle through by pretending to be deaf and dumb, those common people who had been using "can't remember clearly" and "was so scared at the time I hid at home and didn't dare go out" as excuses finally opened their mouths in fear, "Officer, you don't understand, this land wasn't snatched by me, I bought it!"

It turned out that the landlords and gentry did not give the land to the common people for free. After they slaughtered the local masses, they seized the masses' land and then sold this land to other common people at varying prices. For the common people who had money to buy, they collected money. The common people who had no money to buy land also wanted to buy land, so they let the common people write IOUs.

The local common people were firstly afraid of the armed force of these counter-revolutionaries, and secondly, they themselves also had a guilty conscience and dared not admit to obtaining others' land. The common people even more did not want to lose their own land because of an unnecessary admission. The money to purchase this land was accumulated by them through much hard work. As for the money for buying land borrowed from the landlords and gentry, it might not be paid off in several years or even more than a decade.

After understanding the facts, the troops began to discuss solutions.

Towards these bystanders, a considerable number of comrades had great anger, "There is no need to be polite to these people either! Just confiscate their illegally obtained land directly!"

The comrades holding such an attitude exceeded seventy percent of the Party Committee. Letting the counter-revolutionary landlords and gentry pay their blood debt with blood naturally needed no further discussion. The indifference of the bystanders was admittedly not a capital crime, but the comrades did not want to let them off lightly at all.

The opinion formed by this kind of thinking was handed up, and soon the Central Committee transferred Anhui Governor Li Shouxian to assume the post of Zhejiang Provincial Party Secretary and concurrently Governor of Zhejiang Province. The first thing Li Shouxian did after taking office was to reject such a handling opinion.

At the Party Committee meeting, Li Shouxian calmly said to the indignant comrades: "Comrades, do you consider the land trading that occurred in Western Zhejiang after the April 12th massacre to be a revolutionary problem or a legal problem?"

"This is of course a revolutionary problem!" He Jinwu, Commander of the 15th Army, immediately said indignantly.

"Can you tell me the reason?" Li Shouxian asked calmly.

"Those people occupied the Peasant Association's land, how can it be a legal problem?" He Jinwu said angrily.

Li Shouxian remained calm. He asked: "Then how do you prove that these people seized this land from the hands of the Peasant Association?"

He Jinwu fell silent; this matter indeed could not be proved.

Li Shouxian said: "In the summary situation I have seen, the masses who bought land basically all have land deeds and documents. At that time, the political power in Western Zhejiang had already been overthrown, and the counter-revolutionaries had already grasped the political power in Western Zhejiang. The action of the masses purchasing land from their hands, no matter how I look at it, is a legal problem."

As soon as Li Shouxian's voice fell, He Jinwu slammed the table and stood up. He said angrily: "Bullshit legal problem! Aren't these people just wanting to take advantage? Could the land price they bought the land at buy that much land in normal times? I'm afraid they couldn't even buy one-third of the land! Not labeling them as counter-revolutionary accomplices is already letting them off cheap, and this is still a legal problem? Is what they did reasonable then?"

Not only He Jinwu, but most of the comrades of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee, or rather the comrades of the Party Committee of the troops, glared at Li Shouxian. Even the comrades whose attitudes were not so intense mostly had blame in their gazes when looking at Li Shouxian.

Li Shouxian could completely understand the comrades' emotions. He himself also did not have any good feelings towards this bunch of masses who took advantage. But Li Shouxian had already understood very clearly in his long-term work that reason and emotion appeared to run in opposite directions most of the time. Things that conformed to reason might not necessarily conform to feelings. Looking at the indignant comrades around him, Li Shouxian did not get angry. He suddenly remembered a passage Shang Yuan had once said to him.

How to treat the darkness, cruelty, and shamelessness in society, how to break free from these darknesses, cruelties, and shamelessnesses, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very severe test for revolutionaries participating in the people's revolution. A person who throws themselves into the people's revolution, their initial motivation may come from hatred and the passion to pursue justice, but the ultimate attitude should transcend hatred and also transcend justice. Justice is a sentiment on the social level, while the most fundamental spiritual power engaged in the people's revolution must come from communist ideals, specifically, it must conform to the basic principles of materialism and communism.

After pausing slightly for a moment to alleviate the excited opposing emotions in the conference room, Li Shouxian stood up. Because he was in the center position of the conference table, behind Li Shouxian was the Party flag hanging on the wall. He said with a clear and bright voice: "Comrades, I now want to ask everyone a question. Is the view that the masses' behavior of purchasing land is not a legal problem, seeking truth from facts?"
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Chapter 172: Blood Debt Paid in Blood (8)

"The first thing about seeking truth from facts is to face what has already happened. You cannot speculate on the process. Just state the actual content of what you saw, what you heard, and what intelligence you collected." Li Shouxian said calmly to the comrades.

He Jinwu said loudly: "What actually happened is that a part of the masses in Western Zhejiang bought the land and property of the revolutionary masses that had been embezzled by the counter-revolutionaries from the counter-revolutionaries. And attempted to take it for themselves."

Li Shouxian smiled: "Comrade He Jinwu, the first part of what you said is basically correct, but the second part is not quite right. From the perspective of the masses, they have already taken this land for themselves. You saying 'attempted to take it for themselves' is far from a statement of seeking truth from facts."

"Heh heh!" He Jinwu laughed coldly, "Secretary Li is right, they really have already taken it for themselves now. But with our People's Party here, then this kind of action can never truly succeed."

Li Shouxian felt quite regretful about He Jinwu's speech, "Comrade He Jinwu, my following speech is not directed at what is going to happen in the future, I am now directing it at your train of thought in considering problems. Why do we want to implement land reform? This is our Party's policy. Many regions did not have counter-revolutionary incidents, do we not implement land reform all the same? The masses in some regions support land reform, the masses in some regions do not support land reform, this is the masses' own business. Our goal is that we must implement land reform. So implementing land reform is our business, what does it have to do with the masses?"

He Jinwu, like most comrades, was extremely dissatisfied with the Western Zhejiang masses who "took great advantage" during the counter-revolutionary atrocities, so thoughts of making things difficult for them arose in his heart. Hearing Li Shouxian criticize his own train of thought, He Jinwu also felt that Li Shouxian, this local cadre, was "gesticulating and issuing orders the moment he got off the horse", and was very unconvinced in his heart.

Li Shouxian smiled: "I feel that the comrades' thinking is very straightforward. Whoever dares to drink the blood of revolutionaries deserves to die. Even if they did not commit a capital crime, it is a case of 'death penalty is avoidable but living punishment cannot be spared'. We have guns and soldiers in our hands now. Wanting to punish these Western Zhejiang people... that is really the easiest thing. Confiscate their illegal land, impose fines on their actions, and carry out punitive measures against them in policy. I come from an administrative work background. If I want to make them unable to live or die, there are too many ways. I can think of several in the blink of an eye."

These words fit the comrades' thoughts quite well. The straightforward people among the comrades could not help but reveal smiles.

Li Shouxian also smiled. He said to He Jinwu: "Comrade He Jinwu, and other comrades, please sing 'Good Springtime in February'."

Seeing everyone's stunned appearance, Li Shouxian urged: "I heard this song was written when Chairman Chen Ke inspected the army farms. There is no reason the comrades in the army can't sing it. Don't be afraid of being shy, will a comrade please sing it."

The comrades also couldn't figure out what trick Li Shouxian was playing, and looked at each other in incomprehension. Finally, it was the Japanese Political Commissar Heidao Ren who sang.

Good springtime in February, every family is busy farming. Hoping for a good harvest this year, donating more grains to fill the army provisions. Good springtime in February, every family is busy farming. You reap what you sow, you get beans if you plant beans, whoever plants hatred will suffer disaster himself! ……

After Heidao Ren finished singing once, Li Shouxian repeated one part of the lyrics, "'You reap what you sow, you get beans if you plant beans, whoever plants hatred will suffer disaster himself!' I have always felt this part of the lyrics is very good. I feel this part of the lyrics is extremely 'seeking truth from facts'. The counter-revolutionaries in Zhejiang, the counter-revolutionaries in Western Zhejiang, what they opposed was the land revolution policy proposed by our People's Party. They planted hatred, and now is the process of their blood debt being paid in blood. Similarly, I also want to ask, when these masses bought the land, was it to oppose our People's Party's land revolution policy? If any comrade thinks so, please stand up and state your own thoughts!"

Li Shouxian was effectively challenging them, and the participating comrades were very clear about this. But even if they were angry enough to have red faces and thick necks, still no one stood up to refute Li Shouxian's words. Everyone was very clear that Li Shouxian was right. The common people of Western Zhejiang did not buy the land to confront the People's Party; they did it purely for their own interests. The comrades' anger was precisely directed at this kind of selfish action.

Seeing no one stood up to oppose, Li Shouxian's expression returned to composure again. First scanning the comrades, Li Shouxian said steadily: "Chairman Chen also wrote an article called *Medicine*. Some comrades have read this article, some comrades probably haven't. It tells a story. In our Jiangnan, there is a saying that human blood buns can cure consumption, which is the pulmonary tuberculosis we learned about in medical class. The only son of a family of honest people got consumption, so they asked the executioner for help. At that time, people were being killed, and the one being killed was a revolutionary. The reason the revolutionary shed his head and blood to participate in the revolution was to save the Chinese common people. As a result, after the revolutionary was killed, the protagonist in the story got the human blood bun. The revolutionary failed to awaken the common people through his own death, and the common people did not save their son because of the revolutionary's human blood bun..."

This was a miserable story. Li Shouxian had an extremely deep impression of it. He happened to have this article in the luggage he carried with him. Li Shouxian simply took this article out and read it to the comrades once. The steady voice recited this novel with a gloomy style, and the entire conference room fell into a deathly silence.

"They had not walked twenty or thirty steps when they suddenly heard a loud 'Caw--' from behind; both of them looked back in horror, only to see that crow spread its two wings, brace itself, and fly straight towards the distant sky like an arrow."

When Li Shouxian finished reading the last paragraph, comrades from Western Zhejiang were already covering their mouths and crying woo-woo. Some comrades sobbed in low voices, constantly wiping tears with their cuffs. Other comrades had expressions mixed with anger and pain on their faces.

This piece *Medicine* touched everyone present. The revolutionaries flew into the fire like moths, disregarding their own safety to seek welfare and create a tomorrow for the people, but the people could not understand. They still lived firmly amidst various sufferings. The tragic state of Western Zhejiang matched the story told in this article completely. In order to live better, the surviving masses took out almost all their savings to buy the blood-stained land. They did not understand why those martyrs sacrificed themselves at all.

Li Shouxian wiped away the tears from the corners of his own eyes. Having done administrative work for so long, he knew the hardships and helplessness of construction work better than the army comrades galloping across the battlefield.

Sniffling and exhaling deeply, as if only in this way could the stone-like depression in his chest be dispersed a bit, Li Shouxian continued: "Whoever plants hatred suffers disaster himself. The masses of Western Zhejiang did not buy land because they opposed the land revolution. If we punish their behavior of buying land from our own standpoint, then we are planting hatred. No one will truly admit they are a bad person. Not only are the masses of Western Zhejiang like this, even those counter-revolutionaries are like this. Facing such a situation, we must adhere to the Party's Three Great Styles of Work, and must adhere to the principle of seeking truth from facts. We must adhere to the mass line, coming from the masses and going to the masses. Instead of simply and crudely thinking that we grasp the truth, so we can do whatever we want according to our own judgment standards and preferences! Just like in *Medicine*, the real murderer is not Hua Laoshuan. Do you think it is right to punish Hua Laoshuan because he got a human blood bun for his son?"

He Jinwu, the Commander of the 15th Army Group who had been the representative of the army comrades' thoughts, did not answer this time. He just kept wiping the tears rolling down. After quite a while, he choked with sobs and said: "I... I already understand... Secretary Li's meaning. Please, Secretary Li, state your train of thought."

Seeing the whole situation had been turned around, Li Shouxian said: "All land transactions during the counter-revolutionary period will be terminated after the grain harvest this year. Confiscation must be implemented for the property of counter-revolutionary elements. After confiscation, return the money the masses spent on buying land to the masses, and recover the land. Of course, this must be after the masses harvest. Since the masses grew grain through labor, we have to safeguard the fruits of their labor. Of course, after these end, we will start implementing land reform in Western Zhejiang."

Even if they felt Li Shouxian doing this was really a bit too benevolent, no comrade raised opposition or doubts again. Li Shouxian had already persuaded the comrades who were overflowing with vengeful emotions. A storm that was very likely to target the masses was finally curbed before it erupted.

Of course, Li Shouxian assuming the post of Secretary of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee was not solely to curb wrong trends. In the following days, Li Shouxian began to carry out the construction work of local militias. In order not to let the masses of Zhejiang develop a delusion that they were "the conquered", and to ensure the smooth execution of the suppression of counter-revolutionaries, it was necessary to win the masses over to their side more than ever at this time.

The tragic slaughter caused by class struggle in Western Zhejiang was considered a rather unique existence in Zhejiang. The April 12th counter-revolutionary massacre swept through the entire Zhejiang, but the true climax of the massacre was the slaughter of those new forces rising in the new era by the traditional old forces in the localities. Judging from the intelligence collected by the People's Party, in the great massacre of Zhejiang, the international students known as "Fake Foreign Devils", the youths educated in new-style schools, and those guys attempting to stand out in electoral politics, suffered a total counter-attack from the old forces. As long as they slapped the hat of "rebel party" on them, those old forces in the countryside could massacre these people with justifiable names. And these victims had no connection with the People's Party, and even less direct relation with the Western Zhejiang Branch. Many of those killed were even firm opponents of the reform policies promoted by the Western Zhejiang Branch.

The People's Party did not have many reasons to intervene in the internal massacre of the Zhejiang people, so it had to unite more closely with the masses and stand together with the masses to strike at these stubborn counter-revolutionaries. Because what these counter-revolutionaries actually opposed was not necessarily the People's Party; they firmly opposed all revolutionary actions. Against this part of people, Li Shouxian prepared to oppose them by organizing militias.

After the reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were many commanders and fighters in various places. The commanders and fighters from the Shandong Military Region were extremely experienced in assisting the masses to organize landlord militias.

The best way to deal with landlord militias was nothing better than people's militias. Historically, landlord militias were once the Party's main enemy. When Chen Ke had not studied deeply, he was quite apprehensive about this. Since Chen Ke was very apprehensive, he put great effort into understanding landlord militias. The Party established a specialized work department to engage in this aspect of work.

The landlord militia was a native local force, while the People's Party was an external force. On the surface, it had the flavor of a dragon crossing the river fighting a local snake. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. The People's Party gradually recognized the true face of the landlord militia during the revolutionary process.

The ravages of landlord militias on the base areas in history relied firstly on the enemy's regular army pinning down or even suppressing the revolutionary regular army. The People's Party encountered this problem in Shandong. Many Red Spear Societies and local landlord militias once used "how the Beiyang commanders will do such and such" as an excuse to intimidate the masses in the Shandong base area, using this excuse to extort property from the masses in the Shandong base area. The People's Party decisively implemented fierce strikes against those local organizations. As a result, the "Beiyang commanders" made no move at all. The masses of the people were a bit apprehensive at first, but after observing for a while, they found the landlord militias were simply bragging. From then on, the base area masses no longer submitted to the intimidation of those local forces. Whenever the landlord militias came to extort, the masses dared to challenge these people.

Of course, while challenging them, the masses would also hurriedly notify the nearby Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army garrison. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally dispatched troops immediately to strike those landlord militias like the autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. After several such struggles, the masses in various places established their own militia organizations under the organization of the People's Party. Sometimes, before the troops arrived, the militia had already taken care of the landlord militia.

The characteristic of human society is that whoever is more organized can win. The masses who were originally a sheet of loose sand feared the landlord militia, but later it became the landlord militia fearing the organized masses. And the landlord militia organization was originally just a local force like bandits. When there were no other forces around, they would expand their territory, collect "protection fees", and promote their own order. Since the masses in various places were already organized, the landlord militia could only contract. As the saying goes, a rabbit does not eat the grass around its burrow; the landlord militia also dared not take extreme measures against locals. Without money to support them, the landlord militia naturally had to lower its revenue, which led to the peripheral attached personnel of the landlord militia running away one after another.

Without personnel, without revenue, the internal members of the landlord militia often would not unite sincerely, but would scheme against each other. The People's Party used this opportunity to expand the Supply and Marketing Cooperative trade, penetrate into the landlord militia, and easily disintegrated the Shandong local landlord militia organizations as outsiders.

Since the Shandong comrades had ample experience in this aspect, the Zhejiang Provincial Committee entrusted the work teams composed of these comrades to start work in Zhejiang.
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"Everything for the masses, everything relying on the masses, from the masses, to the masses." Li Shouxian repeatedly emphasized the Mass Line at the working conference of the newly established Zhejiang Provincial Committee and government. "This does not mean that whatever the masses say is right. Our People's Party is the vanguard of the labor alliance, so we must rely on the broad masses of laborers. On the basis of land reform, we must promote the development of labor power, become one with the laboring masses, and practically solve the problems encountered by the laboring masses in the process of labor. Therefore, we must always remember that we are also members of the laborers."

Being able to consistently adhere to such a style was the biggest reason why Li Shouxian was able to rise rapidly within the Party. As a laborer who knew how hard labor really was, Li Shouxian never held anything back. What he hoped for most was that everyone around him was a true laborer, so that things could really be done. The organization had mobilized a large number of young cadres to work in Zhejiang to liberate Hebei and Shandong. During the period when the campaigns to liberate the Northeast and the Southeast were proceeding simultaneously, the shortage of cadres was particularly serious. To be able to allocate hundreds of young cadres to Li Shouxian during this difficult period, the Organization Department had really done its utmost.

"Is the primary task at the moment to purge the reactionaries?" Some comrades felt that Li Shouxian was putting the cart before the horse.

To such a question, Li Shouxian answered calmly: "If we only kill the reactionaries, most of the masses will think that we have only defeated the reactionaries militarily. Of course, this is also a way to establish a new order, but I think we can perhaps do better. Let the masses realize why we must kill the reactionaries. Whether the masses support why we do this is not the most critical thing. Letting the masses understand what kind of new society we want to build is the way for the revolution to truly penetrate the masses."

"What if, after the masses understand the purpose of our revolution, they choose to support the reactionaries?" a comrade asked.

Li Shouxian did not get angry at such a difficult question. He looked at the young comrade and smiled: "If such a thing really happens, then first of all it proves that our propaganda has already taken effect. Comrade, you must know one thing, the masses of the people are very smart, smarter than those guys who call themselves rulers. Their judgment of interests is more accurate than anyone else's. When it's time to tell lies to fool people, the masses know how to speak better than anyone else. If you think the masses will be buried with forces that are destined to perish, that is completely an illusion!"

Seeing Li Shouxian's broad-mindedness, the young comrade who spoke below stopped joking. He asked: "Secretary Li, I have never quite understood why the masses cannot have higher political consciousness. what exactly is the fundamental difference between us People's Party members and the masses?"

Many comrades had this question, and everyone pricked up their ears waiting to hear Li Shouxian's speech on this matter.

"The fundamental difference between us People's Party members and the masses lies in the fact that we have a powerful organization, and each of us relies on the various resources provided by this organization. And we ourselves also provide the labor within our capacity to this organization. Even if there are lazy people among us, organizational discipline and organizational rules are restraining us. Any comrade who cannot meet the needs of the organization will basically be transferred from their post. Take the army as an example. A single order from Chairman Chen can make tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or millions of soldiers cooperate sincerely for the same goal. This is not because Chairman Chen has any magic power personally, nor is it because everyone blindly worships Chairman Chen. Because Chairman Chen is in this position, he himself must serve the interests of the entire organization and the interests of the entire Liberated Area. In the future, when we liberate all of China, he must serve the interests of all of China. Every one of our comrades is like this. Since our interests come from such a huge organization, every one of us must serve the interests of the organization. This is the stance."

The comrades fell silent. This was the first time a senior cadre had explained the relationship between the individual and the organization so clearly to them from a purely interest-based perspective. Although everyone had heard this before, for the comrades, the words of a senior cadre were more convincing than those of the political commissars and secretaries around them. Even though what Li Shouxian said was exactly the same as what political commissars and secretaries at all levels said.

Li Shouxian continued: "Comrades, why do you feel that the masses have no consciousness? Because the masses can only rely on themselves. If it's a bit larger, they have to rely on their family. If it's expanded a bit more, they have to rely on their clan. People say that even an upright official finds it hard to settle family quarrels. This is saying that even within intimate organizations like families and clans, the contradiction between individual interests and overall interests is already very intense. For such a large organization as ours, there is no need for people with ulterior motives to stir up trouble. Just between various departments and in various time periods, legitimate needs can trigger fierce debates and even confrontation. This is a conflict of interests. Specific problems can be analyzed specifically, but anyone who thinks that this kind of conflict will not happen is making the mistake of not seeking truth from facts."

Hearing this, the comrades burst into laughter. Li Shouxian's words made the young comrades feel a burst of relief, because usually most debates would encounter accusations of "disunity". And the young people's rebellious psychology was very dissatisfied with this kind of constraint.

"Then let's return to the Mass Line. There is one thing we must recognize clearly. This world is changing all the time. If there is a world that no longer changes, that world must be a dead world. As long as we still exist in this material world, then the world is changing every moment. The biggest change in China right now is that the old social system is about to be overthrown, and as the vanguard of the laborers, our People's Party wants to build a new world. Following the Mass Line means letting the laboring masses contact our organization and accept the services of our organization. And the service we provide is to help the masses labor better. The masses will naturally have various needs. We must be good at listening to the needs of the masses. And we must learn to grasp the needs of the masses attempting to change their destiny through labor and attempting to improve their lives through labor. As long as we can discover these needs and satisfy these needs of the masses, then the masses will definitely stand on our side!"

Speaking of this, Li Shouxian waved his arm in the air, "Everything for the masses, everything relying on the masses, from the masses, to the masses. This is the Mass Line, and it is also the working method we must adhere to!"

The comrades immediately began to applaud enthusiastically. These words immediately raised everyone's confidence by a large margin. Facing complex situations, facing the non-cooperation and even questioning of the masses, simply shouting "everything for the masses" like a slogan could not solve any problems at all. Many comrades had complained in private, "How many nails can a person make even if they are made of iron? If I work alone and the masses ignore me, what is the use?" But Li Shouxian's words made everyone feel their eyes light up. Many specific methods were already very clear in Li Shouxian's words.

Li Shouxian laughed: "It's useless to say more, comrades, let's start working!"

After the meeting ended, the political commissars and secretaries responsible for party and government work smiled at Li Shouxian: "Secretary Li, you released this group of Sun Monkeys from the Flower and Fruit Mountain, just waiting for them to make havoc in Heaven!"

Li Shouxian laughed: "Havoc in Heaven? As long as they are going to labor, they will know that with the tightening band of labor on their heads, any kind of Monkey King will have a splitting headache!"

Although they did not hear Li Shouxian's words, the young Sun Monkeys soon learned the power of labor. Even if the suppression of reactionaries was not allowed to expand, it did not mean that Li Shouxian was here to protect the reactionaries. After persuading the comrades and determining the general direction of the entire Zhejiang work at the provincial committee meeting, Li Shouxian immediately presided over the liquidation of the reactionaries in western Zhejiang.

The effectiveness of having household registration or not was shown at this time. conducting inquiries against the determined household registration, and following the vine to get the melon regarding the whereabouts of missing persons, many things could be figured out. The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army re-created local household registration and rebuilt population archives. This was not only heavy paperwork, but also involved a comprehensive investigation of the locality. Some people had to be stationed in the locality to investigate the population and household registration. There were also comrades who had to go everywhere. In addition to verifying the data, they also had to report the data back to the statistics department. This was work that would break one's legs and wear out one's lips.

After the statistical work was preliminarily completed, the western Zhejiang side had to investigate the missing persons. The most missing persons in western Zhejiang were women and children. The Beiyang Army had a system of military prostitutes. In order to curry favor with the Beiyang Army officers, the reactionaries in western Zhejiang also sent good-looking women to the Beiyang Army officers. How to find the whereabouts of these women as soon as possible was an arduous task.

As more and more cities in Zhejiang were liberated, the comrades in western Zhejiang, based on the intelligence collected, began to go to various places to look for the trafficked personnel. The development of things was just as Li Shouxian said. The Sun Monkeys who were released had no time to act wildly at all. As long as they were comrades who went to labor, without exception, they all stepped on the long journey of seeking the right path.

The women of western Zhejiang who were trafficked by the reactionaries to various places began to be retrieved one by one. These women suffered all kinds of bullying. After returning to their hometowns, they were invited to participate in interrogations and confrontations. Seeing the enemies who killed their relatives and sold them to other places, the women immediately rushed up regardless of their own safety to fight these reactionaries desperately. If the comrades hadn't been prepared and quickly stopped them, many of the bound reactionaries would definitely have shed blood on the spot.

It was not only the trafficked women who were brought back. Some traffickers involved were also escorted to western Zhejiang after being arrested. Even a lot of documents for buying and selling human beings were seized. With both human testimony and material evidence complete, the guys who originally flatly denied their crimes and refused to admit them finally succumbed. The reason why they insisted on not confessing mostly stemmed from the stubborn instinct of human beings to be unable to admit defeat. These guys knew very well that with what they had done, even if it wasn't the present time when the People's Party controlled western Zhejiang, as long as it wasn't a particularly scoundrel period, these crimes were capital offenses. Once admitted, the crimes would be conclusive. Being killed by others was other people's business, but admitting that one deserved to die was something only heroes and cowards could easily do.

Facing conclusive human testimony and material evidence, the psychological defense line of some guys who were originally holding on bitterly finally collapsed. And the ugly side of human beings was demonstrated vividly in them. No longer caring about the friendship when killing people together, these people scrambled to expose the crimes of their accomplices like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. This was of great help in finding out what happened in western Zhejiang.

The detailed and arduous work of the People's Party, in addition to subduing the reactionaries, also had a huge impact among the ordinary masses in western Zhejiang. Seeing with their own eyes that the People's Party actually found those women whom everyone originally thought they would never see again with magical powers, while the masses were surprised, they also knew that past events could no longer be hidden. After the original fluke mentality vanished, the masses also began to cooperate with the work of the People's Party, and various exposures gradually increased.
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Yan Fu's main mission in Shanghai was to resolve the issue of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, with a secondary mission to attempt contact with Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. As the People's Party advanced into Zhejiang and Guangdong, the Beiyang Army forces engaging the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in both regions were completely annihilated. The Beiyang Army presented a scene of total collapse. Die-hard Beiyang troops fled to Fujian one after another, while the locally conscripted Beiyang troops attempted to hold the cities.

Yan Fu originally did not quite agree with He Rujie's plan to transport troops to Fujian by sea. He did not dare to completely trust the Beiyang Fleet's Sa Zhenbing. Transporting troops by sea was indeed a good method, but it had to be based on the ability to guarantee the safety of the sea routes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's navy, let alone comparing to the Japanese or British navies, was in a position of being unilaterally beaten even compared to the current Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

A single ship could carry thousands of people. Dispatching army troops by sea without naval cover... if Sa Zhenbing turned hostile and refused to surrender, a few shells could wipe out these thousands of men. Since its establishment, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had fought across ten thousand li and fought so many battles. The total number of comrades sacrificed from beginning to end was less than fifty thousand. Losing five thousand men in a sea transport was a matter of minutes. With these five thousand men, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could even fight its way into Fujian from the Zhejiang-Fujian border. Yan Fu naturally refused to agree to a military plan based on trusting Sa Zhenbing.

As an insider, Sa Zhenbing's attitude became increasingly positive. Yan Fu could think of the reasons for the change in his old classmate and comrade-in-arms. Aside from the cities in Zhejiang already being occupied, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already conquered Guangdong on September 1st after two days of bitter fighting. They captured a large number of Guangdong's prominent figures, including Zhang Renjun.

The only ports in all of China capable of accommodating the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets that were not under People's Party control were Shanghai and a few small ports in Fujian. Sa Zhenbing had originally spoken some vague and irrelevant words, but now he only discussed how the People's Party would implement the treatment for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets.

Yan Fu also clearly expressed the People's Party's attitude: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must capture the Southeast Governor Feng Guozhang alive. Feng Guozhang must absolutely not be allowed to escape the country. For this reason, Sa Zhenbing specially sent He Rujie to negotiate this matter with Yan Fu.

He Rujie raised Sa Zhenbing's question, "Why can the People's Party let Sun Yat-sen go, but cannot let Feng Guozhang go? Is it because Sun Yat-sen is also a revolutionary?"

"It has nothing to do with Sun Yat-sen's background," Yan Fu replied decisively. "Sun Yat-sen's actions up to now have all been personal behaviors. Whether he defected to the Japanese or established his own government. In this era, Sun Yat-sen and his followers made their own choices while drifting with the tide. They may have made many promises and owed money to many people, but that is at most a civil dispute. Moreover, as far as we know, for the promises of official positions Sun Yat-sen made at the time, those people were willing to pay the money themselves. But Feng Guozhang is different. He participated in the April 12th operation and owes countless blood debts. Feng Guozhang did not kill people personally, but he instructed many people to massacre the masses. This is the reason why we can ignore Sun Yat-sen, but absolutely cannot let Feng Guozhang go."

Seeing Yan Fu's attitude was so firm, He Rujie thought for a moment and finally spoke of the thing Sa Zhenbing was truly worried about. "Mr. Yan, in this April 12th incident, the Fleet also did some things because of Governor Feng's orders. If someone wants to pursue this matter to the end, the Fleet cannot completely absolve itself of involvement. I wonder how Mr. Yan prepares to treat the officers and men of the Fleet?"

"Did you participate in massacre of the masses personally?" Yan Fu asked.

"Of course not, but we did participate in transporting troops," He Rujie replied seriously. Both the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets learned from the British, and the navy still followed the "white glove" gentlemanly style. Because of the vast difference in pay and weapon operation costs compared to the army, the navy and army had always been incompatible. The navy drifted everywhere on the sea, often staying on ships for months without disembarking, and had no time to participate in the army's messy affairs. The massacre commanded by Feng Guozhang had nothing to do with the Nanyang Fleet navy. Not to mention that during the April 12th massacre, the entire Beiyang Fleet was still in Tianjin.

However, neither Sa Zhenbing nor He Rujie were children. As the saying goes, 'if you want to condemn someone, you can always find a charge', let alone when the People's Party's attitude towards eliminating the Beiyang faction was so firm. At this time, because the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no navy, they had to be polite to the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Once they took over the warships, the possibility of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army turning hostile was not non-existent. At that time, they could deal with these navy people with any excuse.

Yan Fu naturally understood the worries of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Given the current development trend, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could finish off Feng Guozhang with just the army. The Fleet could not save Feng Guozhang's fate at all. Since neither Sa Zhenbing nor He Rujie planned to defect to foreigners, the Fleet could only consider the issue of their own safety after surrendering. So Yan Fu said patiently, "Rujie, I have repeatedly stated the People's Party's attitude. If you don't believe it, I have no other way. What I can guarantee is that as long as the Fleet did not participate in the personal massacre and only participated in troop transport operations, then we will not pursue the Fleet's responsibility for this. If obeying Feng Guozhang's military dispatch is considered a major crime of the Fleet, Rujie, don't you think doing so is ridiculous?"

He Rujie could certainly see Yan Fu's inner impatience. In fact, saying so much naggingly, He Rujie himself was annoyed. However, many questions were not raised by Sa Zhenbing alone. The high-level officers of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets had already held a meeting and reached a consensus on the principle of defecting to the People's Party. However, everyone had their own worries. As the intermediary, He Rujie had to ask all the questions once. Hearing Yan Fu's many answers which could be said to be watertight, He Rujie also admired this sixty-something old man in his heart. Young people might not necessarily be able to bring out such energy to answer so many questions. He Rujie finally began to ask his own doubts, "Mr. Yan, I personally just want to ask one question. Why does the People's Party not choose to settle accounts with us after the autumn harvest?"

"Rujie, our People's Party's style is seeking truth from facts. Among the officers and men of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, there are those who joined the Fleet to serve the country, and there are those like me who came from poor families and could only go to the free Nanyang Naval Academy, finally ending up in this naval profession. Presumably, there is no one here who joined the Fleet because they wanted to be enemies with our People's Party, right?"

"Naturally, there is not," He Rujie replied quickly.

"Then why should our People's Party settle accounts with everyone for joining the Fleet and standing on the opposite side of the People's Party in the past? There is no such logic in this world," Yan Fu said.

He Rujie nodded repeatedly; these words were indeed upright and honorable. However, before He Rujie could relax for a moment, Yan Fu continued, "But, once the Fleet defects to the People's Party and becomes the Navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, then the Navy is the People's Party's Navy and must obey the People's Party's regulations. The one-year transition period I mentioned earlier will absolutely not be broken. After one year, it is not just whether the officers and men of the Fleet are willing to continue working in the Navy, our People's Party will also choose the officers and men we think are suitable to continue working in the Navy. At that time, it is absolutely not that we want to settle accounts, but since it is the Navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it must conform to the regulations of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. I also ask Rujie to understand this point and explain it clearly to the officers and men of the Fleet."

He Rujie's mood dropped to rock bottom with this sentence. The real idea of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets was to be able to monopolize the Fleet like now and build the Fleet into a territory controlled by this faction. Of course, they could be loyal to Yan Fu, loyal to the People's Party, and loyal to Chen Ke. But apart from the obligation of loyalty, they did not want to give up the Fleet. Yan Fu's words clearly and plainly indicated that this idea was impossible to realize. Even knowing that Yan Fu's request was not excessive at all, He Rujie still felt quite heavy in his heart. After all, everyone had been in the Fleet for so many years, and it would be very difficult if they were forced to leave. But this thought was really hard to say out loud. Finally, He Rujie made a request, "Mr. Yan, can the transition period be extended to three years, or at least two and a half years?"

Yan Fu thought for a while and replied, "Two and a half years, it can't be longer."

He Rujie felt a burst of relief in his heart. A one-year transition period was really unacceptable, but with two and a half years, the situation would be greatly different. People who wanted to leave the Fleet would also have relatively sufficient time to plan a way out for themselves.

After reaching the agreement, He Rujie could not wait to leave Shanghai and return to Fujian to reply to everyone personally. He directly sent a telegram to Sa Zhenbing via radio, reporting the latest negotiation situation. Learning that Yan Fu would not impose unjust charges on the Fleet and that the transition period had been extended to two and a half years, Sa Zhenbing, after a day of discussion, conveyed the decision to agree to the uprising to Yan Fu. Of course, this was also conditional. Because of the lack of supplies and maintenance for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets, most ships could not move at all. Once the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army fought to Fuzhou and Mawei, the Fleet would surrender.

The Central Committee was very happy with the intelligence conveyed by Yan Fu and immediately instructed Yan Fu to finalize the details of this matter immediately. The remaining Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets in China were very precious resources. If the People's Party could get them, it would be a leap forward development for the entire country's maritime system.

So Yan Fu not only received full authority but also a great deal of autonomy. After all, Yan Fu was a veteran of the navy, and his students were spread all over the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets. Yan Fu knew the rules and various twists and turns inside best.

And Yan Fu quickly replied with an astonishing request. He requested to lead a small unit and a portion of silver dollars to go to Sa Zhenbing in Fujian personally. "Everything has risks. I am already old, and everything I have learned has been taught to the students of the Naval Academy. When Feng Guozhang is desperate, he will definitely command the navy to do some crazy acts. If my personal visit to Fujian can reduce some losses for the navy, then I am willing to take any risk."

Other comrades naturally did not dare to make a decision easily on such a request. Yan Fu was not only one of the veterans and founders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy but also Chen Ke's teacher. Although everyone thought Yan Fu's idea was correct, and saving one more warship at this time, even a small one, was a huge benefit. But in the face of risk, no one dared to guarantee anything. After all, no one was willing to say that the value of a warship was more important than Yan Fu's life.

Finally, Chen Ke made the final decision, "Agree to Comrade Yan Fu's request, but this time tell the Fujian side that we will dispatch two regiments of troops to arrive in Fujian by sea together, and ask them to be ready to receive them."

Sa Zhenbing considered for a day and gave a reply, "Agree to Mr. Yan and two regiments of troops coming to Fujian."

On September 9, 1916, a fleet composed of a freighter and two Fujian patrol boats set off from Shanghai for Fujian. The Fujian Fleet side indeed received this group of people to land in Fujian smoothly according to the original plan.

However, on September 13, Yan Fu personally sent a telegram to the Party Central Committee in Wuhan, "My unit arrested Feng Guozhang, who was trying to escape by boat from Fujian, on the 12th. The troops have occupied Fuzhou and the Fujian Governor's Office, and blocked Fuzhou Port with the assistance of the uprising navy. Requesting army comrades to advance rapidly into Fuzhou to help stabilize the local situation."
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Before Feng Guozhang was arrested, he was unaware of the Navy's conspiracy. Even at the moment of his arrest, he did not immediately form the thought that the Navy had defected to the People's Party.

This "Dog of the Beiyang," who was appreciated by Yuan Shikai for being "loyal and reliable" among the Beiyang generals, had fallen into the pathetic state of a stray dog ever since the collapse of the Beiyang government in Beijing last year. Solely in terms of the territory nominally controlled in 1916, Feng Guozhang was considered the second largest power in China, second only to the People's Party. The three southeastern provinces of Zhejiang and Guangdong were wealthy lands, and even Fujian was not poorer than Jiangxi under the People's Party rule. Holding these three places, yet ending up in such a state, Feng Guozhang himself found it very puzzling.

The People's Party had no direct presence in these three provinces. All official agencies of the People's Party in the three provinces had openly completed their evacuation before April 12th. Beiyang and the Guangfu Society had simply stood by and watched. After April 12th, heads rolled locally, and the traditional gentry once again grasped local power. If the new-style figures were still willing to cooperate with Beiyang to some extent, the old-style figures were polite to Beiyang, but merely polite. In terms of land taxation and trade, these old-school figures were old hands at struggling against the government. After clearing out the "radicals," the conservative factions guarding their turf practically painted themselves into a corner.

In order to expand its military strength, the Beiyang Army recruited a large number of locals from the three provinces. These people formed cliques within the army, directly weakening the Beiyang Army's control capability. When it came time for tax collection, the localities controlled by the old-style figures could not collect any tax at all. Feng Guozhang had also adopted some coercive measures, but after pushing the localities too hard, they actually handed over some IOUs as "tax payments." In a fit of rage, Feng Guozhang ordered troops to go down and urge the collection of arrears.

The troops of the locals naturally dragged their feet; when asking for military pay, they didn't miss a single copper, but when collecting taxes, they had zero effectiveness. When Feng Guozhang's Beiyang Army was sent out, the landlords got the news and actually ran away with their money in advance. Local officials and troops obstructed the regular Beiyang Army in every possible way. The Beiyang Army could not be stationed locally for long, and unable to find the major landlords who owed money, they could only return dejectedly. After several such struggles, Feng Guozhang ended up in total failure.

After the collapse of the Beiyang government in Beijing, Feng Guozhang's once ample military funds were immediately cut off. Military pay could not be issued on time; Feng Guozhang could only maintain the military expenses of the old Beiyang Army, while the newly joined Beiyang troops had to be owed. Having done this, it was even less possible for Feng Guozhang to rely on the new southern Beiyang Army to accomplish anything.

At first, Feng Guozhang also hoped to learn from Yuan Shikai and solve the immediate financial problems through a series of foreign loans. But the British were very cold towards Feng Guozhang, and the Japanese once enthusiastically contacted Feng Guozhang, but the precondition was actually requiring Feng Guozhang to recognize Sun Yat-sen's (Sun Wen's) provisional government. Feng Guozhang couldn't help but curse in private, "What kind of thing is Sun Wen!" During the Beiyang government period, Sun Wen was basically a clown in Beiyang's hands; Feng Guozhang would rather die on the battlefield than bow his head to such a thing.

It wasn't that Feng Guozhang hadn't tried to contact other Beiyang forces. Even without Yuan Shikai, the leader of Beiyang, Beiyang was not completely destroyed. Speaking only of the controlled territorial area, the People's Party did not occupy half of China's territory either. Feng Guozhang still had certain illusions about the revitalization of Beiyang. Through unremitting efforts, Beiyang news was finally obtained. The "Dragon of Beiyang" Wang Shizhen was released because of his meritorious service in "protecting cultural relics" and was now "spending his remaining years in peace" in Beijing. The "Tiger of Beiyang" Duan Qirui withdrew into Shanxi with more than 300,000 Beiyang troops. He was now occupying Shanxi and Shaanxi. In Duan Qirui's letter to Feng Guozhang, Duan Qirui asked Feng Guozhang to negotiate with foreigners as a representative of Beiyang, hoping to gain their support.

While Feng Guozhang was striving to contact foreigners, things quickly changed. After the People's Party drove the Japanese away in the Northeast, they actually signed a peace agreement with the Japanese. Not only did the British attitude become colder, but the Japanese simply disappeared from Feng Guozhang's side.

Feng Guozhang's personality was not suitable to be a supreme leader. He had neither Yuan Shikai's ability to command the overall situation nor Duan Qirui's daring determination. Without Yuan Shikai's support, when Feng Guozhang had to create a situation on his own, he just muddled through day by day. Internally, he could not integrate the three southeastern provinces; externally, he couldn't even sign a traitorous treaty.

It was not until the People's Party fought into the three southeastern provinces that Feng Guozhang immediately received requests for help from all over. The local forces that seemed to disappear during tax collection finally remembered that there was still Feng Guozhang, the Warlord who theoretically stood at the highest position in the southeast. And they also tried to beg Feng Guozhang to save them.

It wasn't that Feng Guozhang hadn't made efforts. He united with the forces of other provinces to set up defense lines in various strategic locations, trying to play a defensive role when the People's Party attacked. In order to maintain these defense lines, Feng Guozhang's Warlord's Office had almost pawned its pants. But these defense lines played no role at all. Under the fierce attack of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, the defense lines were breached, and the defending troops were wiped out. These were the elite troops of the three southeastern provinces. The speed was so fast that Feng Guozhang was completely caught off guard.

The People's Party's offensive, which started in August, had never stopped. The troops of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army conquered cities in Zhejiang and Guangdong one by one, but ignored Fujian. It could be clearly seen from the map that the People's Party seemed to have spread its north and south wings; after swallowing Zhejiang and Guangdong, they would launch a pincer attack on Fujian. At that time, Feng Guozhang, staying alone in Fujian, would face an inevitable doom.

By this point, Feng Guozhang also understood that all his efforts would fail. On the eve of destruction, Feng Guozhang was full of puzzlement in the Warlord's Office: what had he been doing in the southeast these past few years? Feng Guozhang had thought that it would be great if he could launch an attack on the People's Party regardless of everything. But this idea was quickly overturned by himself. If Feng Guozhang did this, the result would only be that the People's Party would turn the forces originally used to attack the Beijing government to attack Feng Guozhang. Would Feng Guozhang be able to withstand the People's Party's attack then? Feng Guozhang had no such confidence at all.

However, this regret was very hollow, because all the news coming now was so unreal. Just like all the news Feng Guozhang had heard about the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, incredible battle results flew in one after another. It was as if what existed in front of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army were not enemies and various difficult terrains to breach. What existed in front of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army was a wide and flat golden avenue, and those legendary incomparably fierce soldiers just walked easily all the way, heading straight for the final victory.

Hearing that Beiyang troops everywhere were fleeing towards Fuzhou, Feng Guozhang's last psychological line of defense also collapsed. He knew the current situation of Fuzhou very well. After Feng Guozhang's scavenging over these few years, Fuzhou, which should have been considered very prosperous, now had sparse commerce and a sharply decreased population. The entire city simply had no way to maintain so many troops. After painful consideration, Feng Guozhang decided to abandon all the troops and flee Fuzhou, fleeing to Shanghai.

So on September 10th, Feng Guozhang contacted the Beiyang Minister of the Navy, Sa Zhenbing, asking to arrange the command headquarters on a naval warship. Sa Zhenbing replied to Feng Guozhang that the warships currently lacked maintenance and supplies, and only small vessels could operate. Feng Guozhang had long been annoyed by Sa Zhenbing's ceaseless requests for supplies and maintenance for the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets over the past year or so; now being checkmated by Sa Zhenbing like this, Feng Guozhang could only accept it.

The report brought back by Feng Guozhang's trusted aide didn't tell lies either; the navy's big ships had been beaten by wind and rain for over a year and were already covered in rust. Feng Guozhang was able to gain Yuan Shikai's favor also because he had written some military theoretical works. Feng Guozhang was still relatively clear about basic naval knowledge; without supplies and maintenance for so long, the navy's warships were indeed in a miserable state.

Left with no choice, Feng Guozhang could only agree to choose a small warship as his command ship. Spending a day moving the wealth piled up in the Warlord's Office onto the warship, Feng Guozhang pretended to go inspect the navy's situation first.

Sa Zhenbing invited Feng Guozhang to the navy's flagship to discuss issues regarding naval supplies. Feng Guozhang naturally couldn't refuse to give face. Taking a few guards onto the navy's flagship, the peeling paint on the hull and the mottled gangway ladder all strengthened Feng Guozhang's determination. As soon as he fooled Sa Zhenbing, he would order his flagship to set sail under the pretext of an inspection. Fleeing to Shanghai and never coming back.

Holding this thought, Feng Guozhang entered the flagship's command room accompanied by Sa Zhenbing. As soon as he entered the door, he saw his old acquaintance Yan Fu standing inside the command room, and then several muffled sounds came from behind him. Before Feng Guozhang could figure out what was happening, Sa Zhenbing's subordinates who had come to accompany him had already seized Feng Guozhang and dragged him into the command room. As the door of the command room closed, Feng Guozhang found himself alone with Yan Fu, Sa Zhenbing, and six wolf-like naval officers in the command room.

"Huafu, long time no see," Yan Fu said brightly.

Feng Guozhang did not have Yan Fu's self-restraint, and more importantly, Yan Fu already held the winning ticket. As the guy who had fallen into the trap, Feng Guozhang's breadth of mind and spirit were far from reaching the level where he could tease his opponent a bit.

"Men, come!" Feng Guozhang shouted.

Naturally, no one would come to save Warlord Feng. The few people in the command room looked at Feng Guozhang's stubborn resistance with amused expressions. After shouting several times with no response, Feng Guozhang suddenly tried to use his shoulder to ram away the naval officer behind him and rush out of the hatch behind him. The naval officers gave him no such chance; they held Feng Guozhang tightly, pulled out a rope, and tied the Lord Warlord up firmly.

A few minutes later, Feng Guozhang was tied to a chair. Yan Fu sat in the main seat opposite Feng Guozhang, and Sa Zhenbing sat in the seat to Yan Fu's right. Just from this seating arrangement, Feng Guozhang understood everything.

"Sa Zhenbing! You traitor!" Feng Guozhang cursed angrily.

Sa Zhenbing blushed, while Yan Fu took over the conversation, "Huafu, why is this necessary? Moving the command headquarters to the warship—why exactly are you doing this? Do we, your own people, really need to spell it out?"

These words stung Feng Guozhang's sense of shame like a knife. He also blushed and stopped uttering a sound.

Yan Fu did not persuade Feng Guozhang to surrender; such a hypocritical practice was meaningless. Firstly, Yan Fu didn't have any intention to definitely save Feng Guozhang; secondly, for Feng Guozhang's actions, Yan Fu also believed he must be severely punished. So Yan Fu just looked at Feng Guozhang gently, stood up, and said one sentence, "Huafu, for future matters, look out for yourself."

Walking out of the command room with Sa Zhenbing, Yan Fu said: "The plan for now is that we must immediately send troops to seize Fuzhou City."

Capturing Feng Guozhang was an unexpected joy, but Feng Guozhang's subordinates did not know that Feng Guozhang prepared to abandon them and flee for his life alone. So troops loyal to Feng Guozhang might still attempt to snatch Feng Guozhang back. Most of the naval vessels were immobile at this time; the only way was to suddenly adopt a raid method and seize Fuzhou City with the assistance of the fleet's naval guns.

"Two regiments of troops can seize Fuzhou City?" Sa Zhenbing asked skeptically. After the reorganization of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army, the total number of troops in two regiments was less than three thousand. The Beiyang Army inside Fuzhou City had to be at least twenty or thirty thousand. Fighting ten with one—such an action completely exceeded the scope of normal thinking.

Yan Fu could only issue the order to attack at this time. Although there was no need to play the hero, at the critical moment, someone had to stand up and be the hero. The officers and men of the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets agreed to surrender, but they were certainly not convinced in their hearts. Soldiers, after all—whether they could fight or not, they had to see the war with their own eyes to know.

That was a battle the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets would never forget. Although the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army's surprise attack held the advantage of catching the enemy off guard, this advantage was not enough to offset the numerical disadvantage of fighting one against ten. The officers and men of the navy knew for the first time what modern warfare in the world was really about. It was not just the attitude of regarding death as returning home, which is indispensable in modern warfare; the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army displayed superb war skills, approaching the enemy first, then effectively combining various weapons to break through the enemy's defense lines with maximum speed, dealing the enemy a devastating blow.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army could conceal themselves to the maximum extent on the battlefield, and the navy's high-power telescopes could not effectively track the movements of the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. But the battle lasted for more than three hours, and the Beiyang Army was forced to the southwest corner of Fuzhou City by the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army. Two regiments surrounded the Beiyang forces, which were seven or eight times their number.

Feng Guozhang was dragged onto the city wall, and Sa Zhenbing, along with the naval officers and men whose morale had been inspired, also brought weapons and joined the ranks of the encirclement. That was a scene Sa Zhenbing would never forget. Feng Guozhang, with a trembling voice, told the Beiyang Army officers and men into the microphone that he had been caught while trying to run away. The Beiyang Army did not curse angrily, nor did they wail in defeat. Only a soldier walked forward and threw his rifle on the open ground under the city wall. Subsequently, tens of thousands of Beiyang Army officers and men stepped forward one after another and threw their weapons there. The weapons piled up like a small mountain, yet no officer or soldier fired a single shot at the Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army with these weapons.

Sa Zhenbing had also read some poetry and books, so he vaguely recalled a line from a certain poem he had read before, which seemed to be, "Fourteen thousand men all stripped off their armor, was there not one who was a man?"

When he first read this poem, Sa Zhenbing felt it seemed full of tragedy. When he witnessed a similar situation with his own eyes, Sa Zhenbing was stunned to discover that the only expression on the faces of all the surrendering Beiyang officers and men was the sense of relief brought by escaping from the war. This discovery couldn't help but make Sa Zhenbing feel that his view of the world was truly wrong.
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The People's Party transferred all comrades of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong origin to work in the aforementioned three regions. Zhou Shuren, Lin Juemin, and others were on the transfer list. There were nearly ten thousand comrades from these three regions. Excluding those in the army, the other six thousand or so all received training before returning to their hometowns.

The person in charge of legal training was Xu Dian, President of the Supreme Procuratorate. This legal expert no longer held the "supremacy of law" ideas of his youth. At the training meeting, Xu Dian frankly told the comrades, "We face two major issues in this work. The first is resolving criminal cases. We cannot copy the laws of the Liberated Areas to the three southeastern provinces. This must be emphasized again and again. Our basis for handling criminal cases can only be the basic consensus in traditional Chinese culture: murderers die, and those who injure others are punished. Whoever owes a blood debt to the people must pay it back. I want to repeatedly emphasize this point. When working, comrades must absolutely not publicize how our People's Party will do this or that. I hope comrades can grasp this basic point."

Zhou Shuren and Lin Juemin happened to be sitting next to each other in the Party School auditorium. The organization had arranged for Zhou Shuren to return to Hangzhou to be responsible for establishing the Hangzhou Medical College and its affiliated hospital, based on the existing Hangzhou Hospital. Lin Juemin was to return to Guangzhou to be responsible for establishing the Guangzhou local government. Hearing these cold and ruthless words, a trace of unbearable emotion appeared on Zhou Shuren's face, while Lin Juemin gave a low, cold laugh.

Hearing this laugh, Zhou Shuren turned to look at Lin Juemin. He saw that Lin Juemin's expression was not mocking Xu Dian at all; instead, there was a great fervor within that coldly smiling face. Zhou Shuren could guess that Lin Juemin supported the implementation of the "blood debt paid in blood" policy in various regions.

After Xu Dian explained the main points of the purpose and methods of this work to the comrades from a legal perspective and a legal execution perspective, the class went into recess. Zhou Shuren couldn't help but strike up a conversation with Lin Juemin. Everyone had their name on the badge on their chest, so one only had to look to know how to address the other. Zhou Shuren asked, "Comrade Lin, I feel you firmly support this action?"

"Why not support it?" Lin Juemin asked back.

Zhou Shuren actually couldn't find a reason not to support it either. After pondering for a good while, he replied, "Some people could be spared from death."

Lin Juemin looked at Zhou Shuren for a while and then suddenly laughed. "Comrade Zhou, I think what many comrades are truly worried about is that after our People's Party establishes this rule, the common people will use this method to solve all problems in the future. After all, this is not the era when Liu Bang made a three-article agreement with the elders of Guanzhong. Perhaps you feel that if the common people stand up and speak, there will be mixed blessings."

Zhou Shuren was stunned. Lin Juemin's words struck directly at the thoughts deep in his heart. Some self-evident things hadn't even occurred to Zhou Shuren himself before hearing these words, yet they perfectly matched his thoughts. Zhou Shuren carefully examined Lin Juemin. Judging from his appearance, Lin Juemin was less than 30 years old.

Just then, another young man with "Fang Shengdong" written on his chest badge leaned over. "Juemin, why are you sitting here?"

Lin Juemin laughed, "I came late and there were no seats. How could I dare to be picky? I sat down as soon as I saw an empty seat, otherwise, wouldn't I be asking for a scolding?"

At this time, the recess had ended, and everyone came back to listen to the lecture. Seeing an empty seat here, Fang Shengdong simply occupied it and sat down. Young people like to make friends. Upon hearing that Zhou Shuren was a hospital director and studied Western medicine, Lin Juemin and Fang Shengdong were even more willing to befriend him.

Zhou Shuren loved quietness, and having not been in the People's Party for long, he didn't have any close friends. During lunch, he was dragged by Lin Juemin and Fang Shengdong to join the comrades from Guangdong. These two and some other comrades were all people Chen Ke had found based on the Huanghuagang list he remembered. However, these young comrades initially had their own views on the People's Party, so some of them went back. During the seven or eight years of revolutionary career, some Guangdong comrades died in battle or from illness, and some were imprisoned or executed for violating laws and crimes. There were few left of that group of youths who had come to the base area together. However, those who could persist until now were not ordinary figures.

After talking for only a short while, everyone grew to like Zhou Shuren. Lin Juemin said, "Comrade Zhou, originally I always didn't understand the art of judging people, always feeling that one may know a person's face but not their heart. Now, with the attitude of seeking truth from facts, I feel I can understand someone at a glance."

"How so?" Zhou Shuren knew Lin Juemin was praising him as a talent, and he became a bit interested. Moreover, at such a time, even if just to join in the fun, he had to ask for the details.

Lin Juemin laughed, "Comrade Zhou's speech is never exaggerated. He speaks of things that have happened. He doesn't speculate, and he doesn't treat inferences as facts. This is not something ordinary people can do."

Zhou Shuren had a nature of speaking the truth and doing practical things, so he didn't feel much about Lin Juemin's praise. He asked, "Comrade Lin, since you are responsible for the work of the Organization Department, you should understand the sentiments of the people quite well. In this April 12th incident, if we had only followed Mr. Cai... Yuanpei's original intention of purifying the party, absolutely not so many people would have been killed. Later, when rivers of blood flowed, the vast majority were killed by various localities for the sake of profit. This time, the People's Party is taking 'blood debt paid in blood' as the guiding ideology. It is hard to guarantee that such things will not repeat themselves. I feel we must be cautious."

Lin Juemin nodded. "In this cadre rectification, the first thing mentioned is to persist in the style of seeking truth from facts. If we seek truth from facts, we won't believe there are once-and-for-all solutions in the world. A matter has a beginning and an end; this is the process of things. Doing personnel work in the Organization Department, the biggest problem I encounter is always involuntarily hoping to do things perfectly. Now it seems that being able to finish a matter from beginning to end is already not bad. So, understanding one thing at a time may seem inefficient, but it actually increases efficiency."

If it were someone else, they might feel Lin Juemin's words were far off the topic, but Zhou Shuren understood Lin Juemin's attitude as a member of the Organization Department. "So, Comrade Lin means that blood debts are blood debts, repayment is repayment, compensation is compensation, and development is development. They absolutely should not be mixed together?"

"Exactly so," Lin Juemin replied.

Zhou Shuren nodded. If this could really be achieved during execution, it would indeed avoid a lot of trouble. It was just that this requirement for the People's Party was too high. Normal people hope for once-and-for-all solutions or just muddling through. What Lin Juemin said would encounter countless troubles during execution.

Seeing the doubt on Zhou Shuren's face, Lin Juemin laughed, "We threw ourselves into the revolution back then to sweep away the filth of the world and build a bright universe. Such things must be done no matter how troublesome. Not only must they be done, but we must also do our utmost to promote these methods of doing things to the whole world. If every common person could do things this way, how great would that China be!"

One of the important reasons Zhou Shuren had not chosen to join the People's Party until now was that he felt the People's Party's political philosophy was too profound. If one followed the People's Party's requirements, everyone would be a talent, even if they couldn't become generals or ministers. Such an ideal was certainly worthy of respect, but for a normal person to achieve this step, they must experience countless hardships and pain. Taking this step was indeed an extremely difficult thing.

With such a difference in understanding, the subsequent conversation was not so congenial. Moreover, the lunch break was not long, and the comrades went back to class after eating. this meeting did not make them close friends.

The training classes were mainly aimed at non-class struggle areas. Western Zhejiang, where class struggle had erupted, was under complete military control. after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army liberated the three southeastern provinces, there was considerable debate regarding the handling process.

All social actions require costs, and the cost of imprisoning criminals is even greater. Some comrades proposed that those lower-level executors had fewer implications. Since various issues had basically been investigated clearly, they should simply be executed first to give the common people an explanation.

Similarly, another group of comrades believed that if the goal was just to close cases simply, then everyone arrested now could be taken out and killed. If killing was necessary, start with the ringleaders. Otherwise, once the ringleaders pushed the responsibility onto the guys who had already been killed, it would make things complicated. More importantly, there was the attitude of the masses. If the executors were killed first, they might not care about the crimes of those planners they had never seen.

Both attitudes made sense. However, a significant number of criminals had not been brought to justice. Some had run to the area controlled by Wang Youhong, and some had run to the concessions. Missing this group of people, the entire April 12th criminal system lacked witnesses. Finally, someone asked the representative of the People's Internal Affairs Committee if they could restart the torture model on a large scale.

This suggestion was directly rejected by the representative of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. In recent years, the People's Party had emphasized science and democracy. Within the People's Internal Affairs Committee, the result of applying science was to try not to create unjust, false, and wrong cases. Creating unjust, false, and wrong cases was a great harm to revolutionary work. Through a large amount of practical accumulation, interrogation methods increasingly targeted factual inquiry, using normal processes to determine guilt. Hearing about restarting torture, the People's Internal Affairs Committee felt greatly insulted.

Since this path didn't work, the only option was to arrest all criminal suspects as much as possible. And this involved external issues. That was the power of Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. In recent years, after Wang Youhong controlled Southern Jiangsu, he implemented a citizen system centered on tax payment and military service. Whatever policies the People's Party had, especially those related to workers and peasants, Wang Youhong would try to implement in Southern Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong and the guys in Southern Jiangsu had good luck. If not for World War I, simply imitating the People's Party's policies would have led to comprehensive internal chaos in Southern Jiangsu itself. However, World War I led Britain to expand its procurement in China, and Wang Youhong obtained markets and capital. Learning from the People's Party to purchase mechanical equipment based on trade balance and organize machine production, the livelihood situation in Southern Jiangsu had improved significantly.

How to treat Wang Youhong was a difficult problem, neither big nor small. Conquering Jiangsu completely by military force was of course achievable, but no one thought it was necessary to directly take such simple and crude measures. So the discussion result was to first formally propose to Wang Youhong, demanding that he hand over the people.

While the People's Party discussed how to deal with Wang Youhong, in Nanjing, Wang Youhong also gathered the Jiangsu Assembly to discuss how to respond to the current changing situation. This Governor of Zhejiang wore the blue military uniform of the Beiyang Army. Although it seemed a bit out of touch with the times at this moment, no one noticed this point. Wang Youhong's hair was completely white, but his teeth hadn't fallen out, giving him a somewhat transcendent appearance. "Fellow citizens, fellow assembly members. I think there is no need to say more about the current situation. The People's Party loves to say 'seek truth from facts', so let us also seek truth from facts. There are two ways to reason in this world: the first is with the mouth, and the second is with the fist. The situation today is already like this. We definitely want to reason with our mouths, but whether the People's Party is willing to listen, willing to reason with us with their mouths, is something no one can be sure of. I convened this meeting to hear how everyone wants to reason."

This statement was very clear. The expressions on the faces of the Jiangsu Assembly members varied, but the number of assembly members showing grief and indignation was relatively large. Jiangsu absolutely could not defeat the People's Party in a war; every Jiangsu assembly member was very clear about this. Therefore, the sense of grief and indignation from feeling bullied was particularly strong.

"Governor Wang, we will absolutely not surrender!" an assembly member shouted. With this shout, other assembly members began to echo.

Wang Youhong couldn't help but laugh. "Everyone, the People's Party hasn't persuaded us to surrender yet, and we are discussing surrender ourselves. If everyone thinks this way, then I think we might as well just surrender voluntarily."

Mocked by Wang Youhong like this, those impatient assembly members all blushed. However, Wang Youhong didn't want to pursue this point. He said, "The People's Party definitely won't make this request now. I do have a matter that requires everyone to make a decision. The People's Party will absolutely not let go of most of those people who fled to our Jiangsu. And many of those who came to seek refuge are assembly members or prominent figures of our Jiangsu. If the People's Party demands these people from us, should we hand them over or not? This matter requires everyone to make a decision."

"Why hand them over?" An assembly member who had just shown weakness impatiently began to show his "pride". "People have arrived in our Jiangsu. Sending them back means they will be beheaded. How is doing this different from surrendering to the People's Party?"

As soon as the voice fell, another assembly member immediately stood up to refute, "Why should we Jiangsu people shelter Zhejiang guys, Fujian guys, and Guangdong guys?"

An argument ensued immediately. Some assembly members believed this was something the People's Party should beg Jiangsu for, while others were completely worried about Jiangsu's safety. Wang Youhong watched this living drama with an expressionless face, but he was extremely contemptuous in his heart. The performance of these guys could only be described with the phrase "servile yet overbearing". Clearly, they were afraid in their hearts but dared not say it directly. With such a group of subordinates, Wang Youhong completely gave up the idea of armed resistance against the People's Party.

Having seen enough of the assembly members' performance, Wang Youhong waved his hand to interrupt the assembly members' argument. "No matter what the People's Party wants to do, let them submit a request to us with a formal legal document!"

This was a sore point in Wang Youhong's heart. His attempt to take a concubine back then had finally been defeated by a legal document from the People's Party. The dignified Governor of Jiangsu had to bow to the document written by the People's Party's legal clerks. So Wang Youhong decided that no matter how things developed, he would require the People's Party to communicate via formal official documents. Doing this was not entirely Wang Youhong acting on impulse. Although he couldn't completely pinpoint who it was, Wang Youhong knew that someone in the Jiangsu Assembly was in communication with the People's Party. This request was also Wang Youhong's method of testing whether the People's Party had the heart to resolve the Jiangsu issue peacefully.
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Just as Wang Youhong had expected, three days after he made a speech to the Jiangsu Assembly requesting the People's Party to issue a formal document for the extradition of criminals, the People's Party's Jiangsu Office formally submitted an official document from the Zhejiang Provincial Procuratorate to Wang Youhong, requesting Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong to provide a list of Zhejiang personnel who had fled to Jiangsu.

Wang Youhong didn't care who had leaked the news. He carefully looked at the line "To Mr. Wang Youhong, Governor of Jiangsu and Speaker of the Jiangsu Assembly" on the letterhead of the official document; at least on the surface, the People's Party fully recognized Wang Youhong's official status. Handing the letter to Jiangsu Garrison Commander Yu Chen, Wang Youhong lifted his cup and sipped his tea.

After reading the letter, Yu Chen frowned deeply. He tentatively asked, "Governor Wang, are you planning to hand the people over to them?"

"At a time like this, we definitely have to hand people over, but we can't hand them all over," Wang Youhong said unhurriedly.

Yu Chen couldn't understand Wang Youhong's thinking at all. He pondered for a good while before continuing to ask, "Governor Wang, please speak clearly."

"There are two possibilities for the People's Party asking for people this time. First, they want to annex us. No matter who we hand over, they will definitely find fault and say we are shielding criminals of the people, using this as an excuse to attack us. If so, then we can only wait for death with our hands tied." Wang Youhong didn't want to say any foolish words about fighting back. Yuan Shikai was much more powerful than Wang Youhong, and what end did he come to after fighting back? Jiangsu had been able to continue existing until now by relying on thick-skinned survival.

As the Garrison Commander, Yu Chen controlled the entire military force of Jiangsu. He naturally understood the outcome of Jiangsu expecting to maintain independence by force. So he asked with a hopeful mood, "What if the People's Party doesn't want to annex us?"

"If they don't want to annex us, they must want to use our Jiangsu as a negative example. Chen Ke is insidious and vicious, yet he wants to teach all his life's learning to those people in the People's Party. The People's Party also stresses seeking truth from facts. Some things, if Chen Ke just says them with his mouth, will definitely cause trouble, and his subordinates might not be willing to believe him. So Chen Ke would rather temporarily not expand his territory and let other provinces do stupid things, using actual events to prove that what Chen Ke said was correct." Speaking of this, Wang Youhong also got excited and cursed, "Chen Ke is truly devoid of conscience!"

Yu Chen couldn't help but nod repeatedly. If Chen Ke used schemes and intrigues to deceive other provinces, at least that would be treating opponents as equal human beings, and one might even praise Chen Ke for being smart enough. But to prove that the path he pointed out was correct, he sat back and watched other provinces do stupid things to prove his predictions right. That was clearly treating others as existences lower than Chen Ke. This condescending attitude could only be evaluated as devoid of conscience. "If this can be tolerated, what cannot be tolerated?" probably referred to this attitude of Chen Ke.

After cursing Chen Ke, Wang Youhong calmed his emotions before continuing, "Currently, the People's Party is sweeping through like splitting bamboo. Taking our Jiangsu would be as easy as lifting a hand. Even if Chen Ke wants to make an example of our Jiangsu, he might not be able to get his subordinates to agree. So when handing people over, we can't hand them all over. The People's Party is clamoring to settle blood debts; whose blood debts are they settling? Isn't it the blood debts of that bunch from Western Zhejiang! Cai Yuanpei purged the Guangfu Society's party in Zhejiang, and Feng Guozhang and Zhang Renjun killed both the Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society together in Fujian and Guangdong. After these people are killed off, Chen Ke is probably secretly happy in his heart. If Feng Guozhang and Zhang Renjun hadn't started killing like this in Fujian and Guangdong, Chen Ke would still have to kill them all over again after taking Fujian and Guangdong. So whatever people the People's Party wants to kill, we'll give them those people."

Yu Chen supported Wang Youhong's analysis very much, but he still had doubts. "Governor Wang, what does doing this have to do with the People's Party not attacking our Jiangsu?"

"My doing this is to tell the People's Party that we know what they want to do. To tell them we are willing to serve the People's Party. I've also read some books these years; the sorrow of a small country is that it must serve a big country. If the People's Party feels we are useful, we still have to let the People's Party understand that we know how to serve a big country. Only then can we survive. Otherwise, there is only a dead end." After saying this, Wang Youhong couldn't help but unbutton the collar of his military uniform. The weather was already hot, and Wang Youhong's heart was also anxious as if boiling. Principles were easy to say, but really realizing one's own incompetence and helplessness, this pain was more unbearable than physical pain.

Yu Chen could also understand Wang Youhong's mood. Rushing forward to be killed by the enemy after a long howl at the sky—this decision was sometimes easy to make. But to endure humiliation and bear burdens, sleeping on brushwood and tasting gall, was an extremely difficult thing.

Before Yu Chen could offer words of comfort, Wang Youhong was already gasping for breath and said, "The Manchu Qing fell, and Yuan Shikai was so formidable, yet he fell too. I don't believe that with the People's Party achieving such a situation in just ten years, he can really stand firm. As long as our Jiangsu can hold on, sooner or later there will be a day when we see the People's Party in trouble. No matter what, I want to see that day, to see the day when that little bastard Chen Ke is deserted by his followers and dies an unnatural death." Speaking of this, Wang Youhong's pitch involuntarily raised almost an octave, shouting with a howling momentum, "When that time comes, I also want to write an article 'This Life of Chen Ke' and burn it for Chen Ke to see!"

Yu Chen was naturally extremely unwilling in his heart too, but Wang Youhong's words had a bit of a taste of acting out of pique. Although his heart was still very depressed, a trace of a smile couldn't help but appear on Yu Chen's face.

Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming was theoretically a big shot on the same level as Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. In the Beiyang government, Wang Ziming was of the direct line, while Wang Youhong was of the collateral line, so Wang Ziming's actual status should be slightly higher than Wang Youhong. Half-dreaming and half-awake, Wang Ziming suddenly felt he was attending the Beiyang National Assembly. The vast banquet hall was full of high officials from various places. He was standing behind Feng Guozhang clapping along with others, and the spirited Yuan Shikai walked to the main seat and sat down amidst everyone's applause. And Wang Youhong was standing quietly three or four steps behind Wang Ziming, with no one paying attention to him. A sense of self-satisfaction instantly filled Wang Ziming's whole body, making him excited and joyful...

With his head jerking down, Wang Ziming shivered and woke up from his dream. Not far in front of Wang Ziming were wooden bars as thick as an arm. A large iron chain passed through the wooden door on the bars and was tightly locked by an iron lock. Wang Ziming and his personal guards were locked in the same cell. The cell only had three floor pallets made of straw mats. Wang Ziming leaned against the wall alone, half-lying on one pallet. Three personal guards were sleeping squeezed together on the large pallet formed by the other two straw mats.

The Workers and Peasants Revolutionary Army had fought to the city walls of Hangzhou. After escaping from Hangzhou, Wang Ziming did not flee to Fujian but headed straight for Nanjing. Anyone could see the current situation clearly; the three southeastern provinces were finished. The Beiyang defense lines couldn't stop the People's Party's army, and in field battles, they were even less likely to be opponents of the People's Party. Wang Ziming didn't want to see Feng Guozhang at all. Seeing Feng Guozhang would have no meaning other than getting a furious scolding or even being dragged out and killed as a warning to others.

The best way in the current situation was to first flee to the Shanghai concessions to hide for a while. After the situation stabilized, Wang Ziming could also choose to run to other places, or simply go abroad. In these days of turmoil of war, traveling along the road carried too much risk. There were steamships from Nanjing to Shanghai, which was the fastest route.

Wang Ziming had thought of all kinds of problems; the only thing he didn't expect was that Jiangsu looked loose on the outside but was tight on the inside. No different situation from the past was seen at the border of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and Wang Ziming was also very smooth when he went to buy boat tickets. But when he was led into a "waiting hall" by the port guide, he found that quite a few soldiers were standing outside the main door on the other side. As soon as the door of the "waiting hall" closed, these soldiers came in to interrogate the passengers one by one. Anyone suspicious was taken away.

After discovering something was wrong, Wang Ziming immediately revealed his identity as the Governor of Zhejiang. The soldiers not only did not treat Wang Ziming respectfully because of this, but the leading officer also cursed and shouted, "With your appearance of a little rascal, you still pretend to be the Governor of Zhejiang? Are you looking to die?" While cursing, the soldiers tied up Wang Ziming and the others and took them away. After being thrown into the cell, no one interrogated them, and no one paid attention to them. Except for someone delivering prisoner's food and collecting the wooden bucket for excrement and urine on time, Wang Ziming and the others seemed to be forgotten by the world.

The days in the prison passed quickly yet not quickly. Every day was spent with thousands of thoughts in his mind, feeling like years. But when calculating the time occasionally, he found that Wang Ziming had actually been detained for more than a month.

"Wang Ziming! You guys come out!" someone shouted outside.

A surge of excitement immediately rose in Wang Ziming's heart. The other party calling him by name indicated that Jiangsu had already recognized Wang Ziming's identity. The days of detention were too hard to bear; Wang Ziming was not afraid of what Wang Youhong would do to him at all. Even if he were killed, it would be more comfortable than rotting day by day in prison.

The jailers put handcuffs and shackles on Wang Ziming and the others, making a clear posture of bringing them to trial. Wang Ziming let the jailers manipulate him, having an air of regarding death as returning home. With the background music of clanking sounds, Wang Ziming and the others followed the Jiangsu jailers out of the large prison. There was already a group of people similarly wearing handcuffs and shackles in the open space outside the prison. Their clothes were mostly tattered, and their bodies emitted a strong smell of sweat and urine. Most of them were actually Wang Ziming's acquaintances in Zhejiang: civil officials, military officers, assembly members, leading figures of the Guangfu Society. Even though these people were standard accessories of prisoners from head to toe, Wang Ziming couldn't help but have the illusion that this was Zhejiang territory.

Everyone had fled Zhejiang privately. When running away, they all thought they were letting others attract the People's Party's attention. They didn't expect to meet such old friends in this situation. Before wanting to speak, they felt a bit embarrassed. They just nodded in greeting; in such a large open space, no one took the initiative to utter a sound.

Just then, a group of Jiangsu soldiers wearing Beiyang military uniforms brought a large team of soldiers wearing People's Party military uniforms walking over. The People's Party soldiers held a roster and began to receive this batch of Zhejiang high officials. This group of people immediately understood that Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong had made preparations long ago. Heaven knows what agreement Wang Youhong had reached with the People's Party during the period he detained this group of people. Anyway, the facts before their eyes proved without ambiguity that Wang Youhong completely treated the Zhejiang high officials as a gift to give to the People's Party.

Wang Ziming's original air of regarding death as returning home vanished without a trace. He had tried every possible way to flee the People's Party's devilish claws, but he didn't expect that after suffering so much pain, he still failed to escape with his life. Wang Ziming's lips and legs were trembling; fear and despair made his throat extremely thirsty. However, Wang Ziming suddenly felt that these fears of his were not that shameful. Because some of the "former leading figures" of Zhejiang around him had already started weeping; fear and despair made them cry like little girls.

PS: There will be another chapter before 12 o'clock.
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With Jiangsu's help, most of the culprits of the April 12th Massacre, especially the Western Zhejiang Massacre, were captured by the People's Party. Wang Youhong was right; the people he handed over were exactly those the People's Party needed most. The most important and critical trial in Western Zhejiang could now proceed smoothly.

Cai Yuanpei had engaged in revolution in his early years and had even carried out assassinations. He never imagined that one day he would be tried as a counter-revolutionary, nor did he expect that, as someone who had always insisted on local autonomy, he would hear thousands of Western Zhejiang commoners at the courthouse entrance shouting in their local dialect, "Kill Cai Yuanpei! Kill Cai Yuanpei!"

All the glory and the people he had once sworn to protect had left Cai Yuanpei. Even knowing that falling into the hands of the People's Party meant certain death, Cai Yuanpei still tasted despair. Of course, Cai Yuanpei did not want to bow his head to the People's Party. Even in the People's Party's court, Cai Yuanpei still attempted to use his own philosophy to refute the People's Party and expose their true colors.

Cai Yuanpei was not the only one on trial. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and other high-ranking officials from Zhejiang stood dejectedly in the defendant's dock. The gallery was packed. Although Cai Yuanpei knew these people were arranged by the People's Party, he felt no fear. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and the others were dejected, but Cai Yuanpei held his head high. When the court clerk began confirming everyone's identity, Cai Yuanpei answered, "I am Cai Yuanpei! But I am not the counter-revolutionary you speak of!"

The judge calmly interrupted Cai Yuanpei's attempted speech, and Cai Yuanpei calmly stopped to wait for the judge to speak. In Cai Yuanpei's experience, those condescending fellows often spouted nonsense. After they finished their nonsense, it would be a better time for rebuttal. Even if the audience was all People's Party members, Cai Yuanpei believed that refuting the People's Party judge in front of them was something of value.

"Cai Yuanpei, we brought you here today not because of what you thought, nor because of what you propagated. We brought you here today because of what you did!" The judge's voice echoed in the courtroom. It was not condescending, nor was it hysterical, but the judge's presence made everyone in the court, both the accused and the audience, feel a sense of pressure. "You are suspected of planning murder! You are suspected of participating in murder! You are suspected of directing murder! This is the reason we brought you here for trial today. You are being tried here as a murder suspect, not as a revolutionary. Please get this straight."

Being characterized as a murder suspect, Cai Yuanpei felt greatly insulted. If one were to discuss the organization that had killed the most people in China over the past decade, all other organizations combined could not catch up to the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei felt that for the People's Party, this killing machine, to try him in the name of a murder suspect could only be described as absurd.

Before Cai Yuanpei could figure out how to refute, the judge said amidst the whispers of the audience, "Prosecutor, please proceed with the indictment."

The prosecutor did not accuse Cai Yuanpei personally at all, but instead presented evidence one piece after another. After more than a year of intelligence gathering, and more than a month of investigation involving enormous manpower and resources, the full picture of the Western Zhejiang Massacre had been basically clarified. Case by case, from the collective massacres carried out by the Beiyang Army and the militia, to the lynching carried out by landlords and gentry. The prosecutor presented the full picture of the Western Zhejiang Massacre to the court.

Most of the audience were People's Party members, while a small portion were commoners from various parts of Zhejiang. Even so, everyone had heard more or less about the events in Western Zhejiang. Even if they hadn't heard of it, Zhejiang people knew something about the madness of killing in Zhejiang. Even so, the entire court was shocked by the tragic state of the Western Zhejiang Massacre. Exclamations rang out from time to time in the courtroom. Some audience members angrily shouted to kill the culprits of the massacre like Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei. The bailiffs immediately stepped forward to stop these acts of disturbing the court order.

Cai Yuanpei could no longer deliver the speech he had prepared. The People's Party did not criticize the personal character of ringleaders like Cai Yuanpei, but pointed out exactly what they had done. After more than an hour of narration, the prosecutor began to call witnesses. The witnesses included officers from the Beiyang Army, gentry, and survivors of the massacre. Their testimonies, as well as the written orders produced, all proved that the April 12th Massacre was a premeditated, organized, and carefully planned massacre targeting the people of Western Zhejiang.

The three hours of the morning passed in a flash. The prosecutor's indictment was not yet over, but it was time for a recess. The judge announced a one-hour break for everyone to eat and rest, with the trial continuing in an hour.

To prevent collusion, the prominent figures on trial were all detained separately. Cai Yuanpei was taken to the toilet to urinate, and after washing his hands, he was taken back to the holding cell. The meal was ready, but no chopsticks were provided, only a very dull wooden spoon. Cai Yuanpei sat at the table in a daze, delaying his meal.

The morning's trial not only shocked the audience but also shocked Cai Yuanpei. Cai Yuanpei did not regret killing the members of the Restoration Society's Western Zhejiang Branch, nor did he regret killing members of the Peasant Association and Labor Union. Even at this moment, Cai Yuanpei firmly believed that the propositions of those rebels brought disaster to the country and the people and had to be eliminated. What shocked Cai Yuanpei was the massacre and abuse of women and children in Western Zhejiang. He was even more shocked that the People's Party had spent so much energy and effort to collect these materials so clearly.

If the People's Party wanted to convict Cai Yuanpei on these charges, Cai Yuanpei knew very well that he could not refute them at all. Although Cai Yuanpei had never ordered the killing of women and children, he was very clear when he issued the order to purge the party that when the nest is overturned, no egg is left intact; the relatives of those rebels would certainly not have a good end. When considering these women and children, Cai Yuanpei had held the malice of letting them die however they might.

The People's Party prosecutor did not believe that Cai Yuanpei had issued the order to kill women and children, but believed that Cai Yuanpei had an inescapable responsibility for this. Faced with these irrefutable facts, Cai Yuanpei really could not refute. As a scholar, Cai Yuanpei did not care about killing commoners. After all, it was not him doing it personally, and he would not go to the front line. History books were full of records of all the commoners in a certain place being killed during wars. Dead commoners were just a fact on paper, not a reality that could move Cai Yuanpei.

But when the People's Party placed the reality of the Western Zhejiang Massacre in front of Cai Yuanpei, he finally realized that he could not argue. But inability to argue meant he had to plead guilty and accept punishment, which was precisely what Cai Yuanpei originally thought was absurd. What crime was there in killing rebels? This was a great and good thing that benefited the country and the people! As an early rebel and a famous scholar, Cai Yuanpei fell into a dilemma. His heart could not prove that he was innocent, yet he could not believe that he was guilty. But reality unambiguously made Cai Yuanpei understand that if he remained silent like this, he would definitely be executed as a murderer and nailed to the pillar of shame for the rest of his life.

The hour passed quickly, and the guards did not persuade Cai Yuanpei to eat. Their task was to monitor Cai Yuanpei to prevent suicide, not to take care of his daily life. When the time was up, they dragged up the still-dazed Cai Yuanpei and took him to the court.

The prosecutor continued the morning's work. The atrocities of the Western Zhejiang Massacre were simply too numerous. The targets were also numerous. Just stating the facts was an extremely arduous job. Not to mention that stating these facts themselves was a challenge to human nature. Sometimes, while speaking of those criminal facts, the prosecutor himself could not help but burst into tears and sob. The audience in the court also wept. The people of Western Zhejiang had suffered too much pain, too heavily. No human could remain unaffected. The bailiffs maintaining order quieted the wailing audience members or took them out of the court to avoid affecting the trial. They themselves also had red eyes, or simply had tears hanging on their faces.

Just the statement took a day and a half. The trial was broadcast externally via microphone. After the first day ended, the masses in Hangzhou who listened to the broadcast from the loudspeakers gathered at the courthouse entrance. When Cai Yuanpei, Feng Guozhang, and others left the court under the layered protection of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the masses outside shouted angrily at them. If not for the army's protection, the masses would have rushed up and torn Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others to pieces.

"Kill Feng Guozhang!" "Kill Cai Yuanpei!" "Avenge the common people!" These slogans were shouted louder and louder. Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others had never been surrounded by so many commoners. That roar, though chaotic, was condensed with the same anger, making them feel as if their marrow had been frozen.

During the trial the next morning, the bailiffs took great effort to stop the shouts of "Kill Feng Guozhang!" and "Kill Cai Yuanpei!" from the gallery. After the prosecutor finished his statement, he requested the judge to sentence these people to death for murder.

"I am not the mastermind! The mastermind is Cai Yuanpei! The party purge was planned by Cai Yuanpei alone!" Feng Guozhang suddenly clamored.

The whole court was stunned; no one expected Feng Guozhang to pull such a move. Finding this opening, Feng Guozhang continued to shout loudly, "We in the Beiyang Army are outsiders; how would we know the inside story of the Restoration Society? Cai Yuanpei came to us himself and asked us to send troops, and President Yuan Shikai also ordered us to act. That's why I was forced to send troops to follow Cai Yuanpei and do these things. I am not the mastermind! I am not the mastermind!"

Zhejiang Governor Wang Ziming immediately followed suit and shouted, "It was Zhu Rui who participated at the time! I only became the Governor of Zhejiang after Zhu Rui was blown up! I didn't participate in this at all! I... I am wrongly accused! Your Honor, I am wrongly accused!"

With these two taking the lead, everyone other than Cai Yuanpei immediately followed. They shouted one after another that they were coerced into this matter, and the masterminds were Cai Yuanpei and Yuan Shikai. They were forced to participate, and even if they participated, they did not put in any effort.

However, with a dozen people speaking at once, the voices of various local accents mixed together, making nothing audible. The judge hurriedly banged the gavel violently, and a roar came from the gallery, "You are all farting!" The masses then stood up and cursed at the group of defendants together, and the entire courtroom fell into chaos.

The judge waved his hand helplessly. The bailiffs took the suspects out of the courtroom temporarily while trying to calm the emotions of the audience.

Seeing Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and other suspects leaving, someone, in a fit of rage, took off a shoe and threw it over. This reminded the audience members. Shoes, bits and pieces from pockets, coins, and some even took off their jackets and rolled them into balls to throw at Cai Yuanpei and the others. In an instant, colorful fabrics flew across the courtroom.
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The situation of the public trial for the April 12th Massacre had spiraled out of control to such an extent that continuing to allow observers seemed like an impossible task. The judge finally permitted reporters to observe, but ordinary masses were barred from entering the court. The public broadcast channels continued, and around several loudspeakers, tens of thousands of people gathered in seas of humanity.

China's *tanci*, storytelling, and operas have never lacked content regarding trials. However, those popular entertainments did not propagate fair trials, but rather propagated privilege and personal legends. The People's Party's trial of Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei was the first time the people of Zhejiang witnessed what was called law, and what was called a trial. Before even hearing the prosecution's content, everyone already knew that Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei were dead men walking. Having killed so many people and being caught by the People's Party, there was no reason for them not to die.

This trial conveyed a message to the people of Jiangsu and Zhejiang: it turned out that even high-status individuals had to pay with their lives for slaughtering the common people. At least under the rule of the People's Party, the act of slaughtering commoners required the heads of those "big shots" as repayment. Although they didn't know why they were happy, most of the commoners who heard the trial felt a sense of elation. Some spoke loudly, declaring their stance or foresight. More commoners stood quietly, pricking up their ears to listen to what was actually happening inside the courtroom.

The situation inside the courtroom was not as solemn as outside. Feng Guozhang, Wang Ziming, and others were all from officialdom. According to their experience, being caught by the enemy was already a reason for certain death; whether they had slaughtered people was merely a side detail. In the officialdom of the Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang clique, the reason for sentencing was just to find a reasonable excuse for execution. In a state where hostile forces ensured they could kill the other party, drinking a mouthful of cold water could be a reason to sentence the enemy to death. The only method now was to express as much as possible that they personally had no hostility towards the People's Party. Given how bad the situation was, the chances of this succeeding were minuscule. However, when doing nothing meant certain death, doing something couldn't possibly make things worse. Without exception, these people pushed the responsibility onto Cai Yuanpei.

Cai Yuanpei was not angry. Facing everyone pushing the responsibility onto him, Cai Yuanpei actually didn't find it incomprehensible. He had never looked up to this bunch from Beiyang; their despicable and cowardly behavior completely fit Cai Yuanpei's judgment of Beiyang. After Feng Guozhang and the others had performed to their heart's content, Cai Yuanpei finally spoke, "The People's Party calls itself revolutionary, then wantonly slaughters counter-revolutionaries. As far as I know, hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, have died at your hands. As the Speaker of the Zhejiang Assembly and the President of the Restoration Society, how I handle the affairs of the Restoration Society is my duty. Since I have fallen into your hands, there is naturally nothing to say. You can kill me however you wish. I just have a question: on what principle are you gentlemen killing me?"

These words, even if not sonorous and forceful, could be considered open and aboveboard. The judge had long discussed various possible situations with his colleagues, including the reactions of Cai Yuanpei and others. Differences in revolution were not Cai Yuanpei's crime. To break Cai Yuanpei's psychological defenses and make him admit he was a counter-revolutionary would indeed be satisfying. However, refuting Cai Yuanpei and judging Cai Yuanpei actually had no relation to each other. The former targeted personal thoughts, while the latter targeted actual actions. Personal thoughts were not the reason for bringing Cai Yuanpei to court. Nor were they reasons that needed to be discussed in court. If ideological issues were discussed in court, it could only be described as "not attending to proper duties."

The judge asked, "Cai Yuanpei, do you believe the prosecutor's accusations against your actions are incorrect? If you believe you did not do these things, you have the right to question and refute."

Cai Yuanpei's bellyful of thoughts were originally like a surging river, ready to gush out in words, but as soon as the judge mentioned "what was done," he was immediately rendered speechless. What was thought, what was said—these were matters where everyone had their own logic, and Cai Yuanpei was confident in arguing on the basis of reason with anyone. But as for what was done, unless one refused to admit it or hoped others hadn't discovered it, the facts certainly could not be erased.

Seeing Cai Yuanpei fall silent, the judge continued the trial proceedings.

Fan Ainong had worked in education. After following the Western Zhejiang Branch to join the People's Party, his attitude towards the People's Party was very positive, and he had now left the Restoration Society. As a probationary member of the People's Party, as the Acting Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, and also as one of the witnesses to the massacre, Fan Ainong appeared in the witness box.

There were not many witnesses to the Wujialing Massacre who were innocent; Fan Ainong was one of them. When Cai Yuanpei saw Fan Ainong appear in front of him, his eyebrows twitched slightly. Fan Ainong did not pay much attention to Feng Guozhang and the others; his gaze also fell on Cai Yuanpei's face. Both of them had once appreciated each other greatly, but now they appeared in court as irreconcilable opponents. Neither of them was calm. Before Cai Yuanpei could see Fan Ainong's expression clearly, he saw Fan Ainong turn his head away.

The procedures in court were fixed. After asking for the witness's name and other basic information, the judge asked Fan Ainong if he knew that giving false testimony would lead to punishment under criminal law. Fan Ainong stated that he knew and would completely follow a realistic and pragmatic attitude, and that his testimony was all based on what he had seen with his own eyes.

After the initial process ended, under the prosecutor's questioning, Fan Ainong introduced what he had seen and heard at the time. No lyricism, no criticism. He simply introduced under what circumstances he arrived at Wujialing, the river dyed red with blood, the execution process he witnessed, several piles of corpses, the identities of the executioners, and Fan Ainong's conversation with them. Then Fan Ainong withdrew.

Cai Yuanpei did not care about these killing processes. Firstly, he had heard too much of such scenes; secondly, he didn't really care how many people were killed. The Party Purge was originally meant to kill all the chaotic parties; it would be strange not to kill people. The only thing that caught Cai Yuanpei's attention was Fan Ainong's demeanor. Without looking at Cai Yuanpei again, Fan Ainong simply withdrew. Cai Yuanpei really appreciated Fan Ainong, a straightforward and justice-minded young man. Cai Yuanpei was somewhat puzzled by Fan Ainong's cold performance.

Next, the prosecutor summoned other witnesses. Wen Side, the head of the Wujialing militia, had been shot dead, but many other militia members had been captured. When the militia's deputy head, nicknamed Tiger You, was brought up, his expressions were much richer. During the interrogation, whenever there was a chance, Tiger You would try every means to push the responsibility onto the dead Wen Side. If one didn't listen to the statement of facts, Tiger You's other words simply described himself as a pure and kind little white rabbit who ate vegetarian food, chanted Buddha's name, and didn't even dare to step on an ant. Of course, Tiger You's appearance did not match his description. A long scar ran down the right side of his face like a centipede. This was said to have been chopped out by a group of Hainan bandits when Tiger You was escorting goods in the south. In Tiger You's fierce self-vindication, the scar not only twisted but also stood out prominently with the changes in his skin color, as if the centipede had come alive.

The judge and prosecutor managed to ask about many specific occurrences. Wen Side had accepted instructions from Beiyang and, under the funding and command of local gentry and landlords, carried out the massacre at Wujialing. The official documents of the Beiyang Army were also confiscated. After Tiger You was taken down, the Beiyang Army officer who commanded this matter was also brought up to provide testimony. The Beiyang Army officer proved that he had signed it, and the one who ordered the signing of these documents was a higher-ranking commander.

The chain of evidence was pulled out link by link. Finally, human testimony and physical evidence all proved that this was an action planned by the Zhejiang government based on documents approved by Feng Guozhang, and the purge list attached to the documents formulated by Cai Yuanpei. Its purpose was to use the mode of physical elimination to completely kill off the members of the Western Zhejiang Branch in the Wujialing area, as well as the members of the local Peasant Association.

The judge asked Feng Guozhang and Cai Yuanpei if this was true. Feng Guozhang quickly explained, "If not for Cai Yuanpei's list, I wouldn't even know where Wujialing is. Cai Yuanpei wrote the list, Yuan Shikai gave the order, and I signed the document. I'm just a worker!"

Cai Yuanpei didn't want to defend against this question at all. Even the list and the original official documents had been confiscated by the People's Party; what else was there to say?

"Cai Yuanpei, you drafted this list, correct?" the judge asked.

Although reluctant, Cai Yuanpei answered, "Yes!"

"You drafted this list requiring people to be killed according to it. Is that so?" the judge continued to ask.

"Yes!" Cai Yuanpei felt his momentum was too weak, so he raised his head and answered in a louder voice. After saying this, Cai Yuanpei finally added a sentence, "I drafted this list for them to kill chaotic parties. There were absolutely no women or children in the list."

The court clerk swiftly recorded the speeches of everyone in the court. Hearing Cai Yuanpei say this, Feng Guozhang quickly interrupted, "I only wrote an official document to second the motion; I didn't ask the people below to slaughter those women and children either!"

All the upper-level handlers immediately emphasized their innocence in this way. The lower-level suspects simply cried and howled, adding, "There were so many official documents at that time. I was in a hurry to go to a banquet and didn't read what was on the document at all. I just signed it casually. I really didn't mean to. I couldn't not sign it at the time! If I didn't sign, I would have been treated as a chaotic party and killed by Feng Guozhang, Cai Yuanpei, and the others! I was forced! I was forced!"

The court was not a place for lyricism; the job of the trial was to determine whether the events that occurred were true. Since these people admitted that these things were true, the trial continued to the next fact.

Cai Yuanpei felt that these people from the People's Party were really enduring enough. They never mentioned why, only asking what happened. No speculation, no fabrication, just taking out all the evidence. And looking at it, they seemed to really intend to clarify everything that had happened. If they simply wanted to kill people, just the things that had already been proven were enough to drag all the suspects out and kill them. Even sentencing them to death by *lingchi* (slow slicing) would be enough. Cai Yuanpei really couldn't figure out what medicine was sold in the People's Party's gourd.

Cai Yuanpei inside the courtroom could not hear the sounds outside, but Fan Ainong, who walked out of the courtroom after testifying, heard clearly and saw plainly. Among the masses listening to the trial through electric loudspeakers, waves of shouts to kill arose. The political propagandists of the People's Party stood in front of the masses, loudly proclaiming the People's Party's concepts, "Folks, fellow countrymen! No matter who it is, no one can punish others for things they haven't done. We, the People's Party, arrested these people not because they were officials, but because they did bad things! We won't let bad people who did bad things go. Everyone, is that right?"

"Right! Absolutely cannot let bad people go!" The masses responded enthusiastically.

"For those who did bad things, we absolutely cannot let them go. For those who didn't do bad things, we also absolutely cannot wrong them! Everyone, is that right?"

"Right!" The masses continued to respond enthusiastically.

Fan Ainong stood with a gloomy face around the excited masses, quietly watching the masses echo the propaganda of the People's Party cadres. Although his face was cold, Fan Ainong was very excited in his heart. He had once admired Cai Yuanpei very much, so Fan Ainong was half angry and half pained that Cai Yuanpei had done such a thing. Seeing that revolutionary senior of high moral character actually reduced to such a state, Fan Ainong felt even worse than if he had been reduced to such a state himself.

But this was the fact, something that had happened. Facing indisputable facts, Fan Ainong couldn't bear to look at Cai Yuanpei in court at all, because he didn't know what he would say if he kept staring at Cai Yuanpei. In the heat wave formed by the indignant emotions of the masses, Fan Ainong felt a little better in his heart. The fluctuations of the outside world were strong enough, which actually made Fan Ainong feel that the excitement in his heart appeared calm. If he were alone, Fan Ainong would have no way to handle his mood.

And this cold performance was so out of place with the outside world that some people had already noticed Fan Ainong. More and more people looked at Fan Ainong, with expressions ranging from incomprehension to resentment on their faces. Seeing Fan Ainong continue to stand there thoughtfully, some of the masses' movements were eager, probably wanting to come over and question Fan Ainong.

Just then, a hand was suddenly placed on Fan Ainong's shoulder. Fan Ainong slowly turned his head and saw Xu Dian, the Procurator-General of the Supreme People's Procuratorate, standing behind him with two bailiffs. Xu Dian's hand was resting on Fan Ainong's shoulder.

Although the masses didn't know Xu Dian, they could see that Xu Dian was a high official of the People's Party. The emblem on his uniform and the guards following behind him proved Xu Dian's identity. Seeing Xu Dian affectionately put his arm around Fan Ainong's shoulder and walk out of the circle together, the masses who had originally intended to find trouble with Fan Ainong in their excitement immediately gave up on this idea.

Just then, the People's Party cadres were shouting slogans, and the attention of the masses instantly turned back to the intense emotions gathered by the propaganda.

Xu Dian said something when he pulled Fan Ainong out, but at that time, voices were noisy, and Fan Ainong didn't hear clearly at all. Walking to a place far away from the gathering place of the masses, Xu Dian spoke again, "Comrade Fan Ainong, you feel very bad in your heart, right?"

To this question, Fan Ainong only responded with a long sigh.

"Let's go, let's stroll around West Lake. I've been in Hangzhou for a few days, but I haven't had time to walk around West Lake. If I return to Wuhan and people ask about West Lake, even if I can't say exactly what's good about West Lake, I should at least be able to say what West Lake looks like," Xu Dian laughed.

Fan Ainong knew that Xu Dian was doing this to ease the atmosphere, but he really had no intention of chatting. However, he couldn't refuse Xu Dian's invitation. He nodded silently and followed Xu Dian towards West Lake.

Arriving at the lakeside, Fan Ainong saw an old friend, Zhou Shuren, already waiting there. After the People's Party took control of Zhejiang, Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren were now colleagues again. Fan Ainong was the Acting Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, recently focusing on the construction of the Political Science and Law College. Zhou Shuren was the Acting Deputy Director of the Zhejiang Education Bureau, recently focusing on the construction of the Medical College.

The three walked side by side by the West Lake. Xu Dian spoke, "I once heard a saying: the truth will never hurt us. I wonder what thoughts you two have on this."

Zhou Shuren had always been steady, so he was just slightly stunned but did not speak. Fan Ainong, however, had a fierce temperament. He didn't care at all about the huge gap in rank between him and Xu Dian; he glared at Xu Dian fiercely with a look of disgust.
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Xu Dian, Zhou Shuren, and Fan Ainong were walking and chatting by the West Lake. The three were about the same age, all in their mid-thirties. The People's Party canteen paid close attention to nutritional balance, so although Xu Dian was a bit stern, his complexion was excellent, making him look younger than the other two. Fan Ainong had small irises; in other words, the whites of his eyes were visible on all four sides. When he stared fixedly, it gave the impression he was looking for trouble, which was why he often almost attracted trouble just by standing next to a crowd. When Fan Ainong really glared at Xu Dian with force, the expression looked even more vicious to others.

Prosecutor Xu Dian didn't care about such behavior at all. Let alone a vicious glare, he had faced people in court shouting that they would kill his entire family. More importantly, Xu Dian actually quite admired Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong.

Seeing Fan Ainong remain silent, Xu Dian asked again, "I once heard a saying: the truth will never hurt us. I wonder what thoughts you two have on this?"

How could someone as intelligent as Zhou Shuren not know what Xu Dian was referring to? Fan Ainong, on the other hand, had a temperament where his emotions showed on his face. Hearing Xu Dian ask again, even Zhou Shuren couldn't help but sigh. For the common people of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei was one of those high-and-mighty figures of the past. For the literati of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, the shock of Cai Yuanpei standing trial was indescribable. It was the feeling of an idol collapsing.

Seeing neither of them speak, Xu Dian slowed his pace and pointed to a willow tree in front of them. "Gentlemen, I see a willow tree ahead. That should be correct, right?"

Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong exchanged a glance. Both saw disgust in the other's eyes at Xu Dian's pretentious affectation. However, since Xu Dian had spoken, they couldn't simply not reply. Fan Ainong answered in a rather malicious tone, "That should be correct. I wonder if Brother Zhou sees it the same way?"

Zhou Shuren was very polite in his conduct. He answered indifferently, "There is indeed a willow tree ahead. Comrade Xu Dian is correct."

Xu Dian walked up and patted the tree trunk. After hearing the dull thud from the impact, Xu Dian withdrew his hand and rubbed off a bit of dead bark stuck to it, then continued, "We saw the willow tree, we touched the willow tree. If this is not a hallucination, it means the existence of this willow tree is a truth. This truth has not hurt us. I think saying it like that should be correct."

This remark suited the taste of the literati quite well. A hint of respect appeared in Zhou Shuren's expression, and Fan Ainong also put away his antagonistic attitude, although his gaze, with its abundance of eye-white, still made one feel uncomfortable.

Xu Dian smiled. "Chairman Chen looks very serious, but it is said that he studied metaphysical stuff when he was a child. Once he said there is a kind of magic called the Word Spirit technique (*Kotodama*)." Afraid he wasn't clear, Xu Dian picked up a twig from the ground and wrote the three characters on the dirt. Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren were both students who had returned from Japan; seeing these three characters, they felt familiar, seemingly having heard of such things in Japan. Of course, they wouldn't show off this knowledge in front of Xu Dian.

"The meaning of the Word Spirit technique is roughly that when a person who knows this magic casts a spell, they make those who hear them speak have hallucinations. If he says there is a willow tree ahead, everyone will see that there is indeed such a willow tree ahead. Very magical." Xu Dian laughed again after finishing his explanation. "However, this magic has a problem. If the person under the spell sees the reality... for example, if I know the Word Spirit technique and say there is a vibrant willow tree ahead, but there is actually a dead willow tree here. Then reality and hallucination exist simultaneously. Reality will stimulate the human brain, producing a kind of pain. Under the effect of this pain, the Word Spirit technique will be broken."

Watching the flickering gazes of Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong, Xu Dian continued, "If an ugly person uses the Word Spirit technique to make people think he is another handsome person, everyone under the spell will believe it. But if this ugly person and that handsome person appear in front of everyone at the same time, everyone's brains will be stimulated by reality, and in the end, they will still be able to recognize the ugly person's disguise. However, the pain of the brain being stimulated is unavoidable."

Actually, Xu Dian didn't need to be so blunt. When he used the willow tree for comparison, Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong had already roughly guessed what Xu Dian wanted to say. Zhou Shuren's face darkened, and Fan Ainong simply said in a hurt tone, "I suppose Brother Xu is someone who will not be deceived, someone who will absolutely not be hurt by the truth."

Hearing Fan Ainong's mockery, Xu Dian laughed heartily. "That's impossible. People all grow slowly through pain. Having suffered enough injuries and endured enough pain, I naturally refuse to take the initiative to get hurt again. But doing things always requires a method. If one cannot follow materialism, cannot seek truth from facts, then wanting to avoid injury is not easy."

Fan Ainong's current mood was not suitable for education at all. Even knowing that what Xu Dian said was correct, even knowing clearly that the truth had been exposed to the world by the People's Party, Fan Ainong still felt that maintaining the beautiful image of Cai Yuanpei in his mind made him more comfortable. So Fan Ainong said to Xu Dian in a very aggressive tone, "Brother Xu, if you want me to speak ill of Mr. Cai, you have found the wrong person."

Xu Dian remained smiling. "I don't have that intention. Whether you say Mr. Cai is good or say Mr. Cai is bad, it's all just the Word Spirit technique. What kind of person he actually is, just look at what he has done seeking truth from facts."

Although Xu Dian's words were very mild, Fan Ainong felt a dull ache in his chest, as if his brain couldn't bear the pain and irresponsibly handed the sensation over to his heart. Under the stimulation of the pain, Fan Ainong's pupils contracted, his black irises shrinking almost a full circle, making the whites of his eyes look as if there were even more of them.

"Gentlemen, I am discussing this with you today because I feel both of you are excellent talents. Comrade Fan Ainong has also submitted an application to join the Party, so as a Party member, I have an obligation to exchange views on the Party's philosophy with comrades. Everyone has participated in this great change of the era with the attitude of saving China and promoting revolution. Chairman Chen said that if we walk east and it's wrong, then there is no need to ask, walking west is definitely also wrong. We can only walk forward, because history is a spiral ascending process. This is like a donkey pulling a millstone while blindfolded. It has walked east, west, south, and north. It seems to be moving forward, seems to be running in all directions seeking a path. But it is still wandering blindly on the same plane. If the road beneath its feet was sloping upwards, after circling round and round, it would eventually rise into the sky, towards the vast heavens. I hope you two can choose such a direction."

Neither Zhou Shuren nor Fan Ainong expected Xu Dian to use a blindfolded donkey pulling a millstone as a metaphor for the revolution. Recalling the appearance of donkeys pulling millstones they had seen, smiles couldn't help but appear on both their faces. Then imagining what the result would be if there were an upward sloping path under the blindfolded jackass's feet as it persisted in walking, their expressions unconsciously became serious again.

After a long while, Fan Ainong slowly said, "Brother Xu, Mr. Cai is a revolutionary senior after all, and he put in great effort for the revolution. If you were to kill him with one slash of the blade, even if we were sad, we would feel some comfort. To humiliate Mr. Cai to this extent, even knowing clearly that he deserves it, I still cannot bear it in my heart."

After saying this, Fan Ainong felt the pain in his chest had not disappeared but had become more intense. He gasped for breath and continued, "Brother Xu, I actually don't want to see the real Mr. Cai. I hope Mr. Cai will always be that Mr. Cai who would not spare his life to assassinate high officials of the Qing dynasty and even Cixi. What I want to see is that Mr. Cai who dared to revolutionize, who was brave in revolution. I hope Mr. Cai will always be that kind of person! I don't want to see the truth!"

Zhou Shuren had remained silent. Hearing Fan Ainong's heartfelt outpouring, Zhou Shuren couldn't help turning his face toward the West Lake and sighing softly again. However, Xu Dian knew that the reason the sigh was very quiet was that Zhou Shuren's lips were tightly closed and his teeth were clenched together; the breath was exhaled through his nostrils.

Xu Dian continued to smile and said, "Comrade Fan Ainong, Comrade Zhou Shuren, both of you should have walked on mountain roads, right? Answer me, have you?"

"I have." "I have." Fan Ainong and Zhou Shuren answered one after another.

Xu Dian nodded. "Look at this mountain road, winding upwards, also circling the mountain round and round. From the foot of the mountain, we see a nice spot on the road above. We walk up along the road. Following the road, walking blindly east, west, south, and north, we will definitely reach that point. When we were at the foot of the mountain, that point was definitely above our heads. But when we reach that point, we have definitely already trampled that point under our feet."

Speaking to here, Xu Dian's expression became serious. "Mr. Cai is a revolutionary senior; this is a fact, this is the truth. You and I must recognize this fact, acknowledge this truth. But the revolution is upward. Mr. Cai believes that the position he reached is the end of the revolution. But we, the People's Party, believe that was merely a stage that needed to be passed on the revolutionary road. At this time, Mr. Cai feels that walking further up is going down an evil path. Whoever wants to continue forward, Mr. Cai will kill. So, when at the foot of the mountain, Mr. Cai was indeed a revolutionary senior; there is nothing wrong with that. But when we have reached this point and want to continue walking forward, Mr. Cai is a counter-revolutionary. There is nothing wrong with this either."

Xu Dian's words were already quite blunt, but Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong did not refute them, nor did they get agitated. Zhou Shuren lowered his head, while Fan Ainong closed his eyes as he tilted his head back. Both fell silent.

Considerate of their emotions, Xu Dian paused for a while before continuing, "So, the truth will never hurt us. Gentlemen, Mr. Cai has not changed; it is you who have changed. It is you who relied on your own strength to walk east, west, south, and north along this road, walking to a new height. While constantly moving forward, you two did not look at Mr. Cai, did not see that Mr. Cai had already stopped. The last time you saw Mr. Cai, he was still above you. You also didn't see clearly what the road you walked was actually like. In the arduous trek, everyone was already doing their utmost just to continue walking. Who could think about so much? So when you see Mr. Cai again, you still feel that Mr. Cai is above you. You feel that while you were walking upward, Mr. Cai was also walking upward, and at this moment should be even higher above you. But what is the truth? The truth is that you two have already surpassed Mr. Cai on the road of revolution. Mr. Cai is already behind you, below you. This is the truth I want to tell you two. I hope you can see this clearly."

Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong were neither fools nor unreasonable people. Since Xu Dian was not speaking nonsense, and they had both experienced so much, they quickly understood what Xu Dian was saying. Zhou Shuren and Fan Ainong couldn't help exchanging a glance. The pained expressions disappeared, and they only saw helplessness on each other's faces.

Fan Ainong walked to the willow tree beside Xu Dian. First, he stroked the rough bark of the willow with his palm, then began to slap the willow tree with his palm. Xu Dian and Zhou Shuren saw Fan Ainong slapping faster and faster, harder and harder, and were just about to step forward to stop him. But they saw Fan Ainong stop slapping, cover his face with his red palms, and begin to sob in a low voice. The two walked up to comfort Fan Ainong, only to see that Fan Ainong was already tear-stained without them realizing it; it seemed he had been crying silently for quite a while.

However, Fan Ainong's crying was no longer that of bewilderment and despair from being unable to accept the facts, but the sorrow brought about by a regret from the bottom of his heart.

When Fan Ainong recovered his calm, Xu Dian let him wash his face casually by the West Lake, and then continued the conversation.

"I invited you two here today, firstly to resolve your cognitive issues. Now it looks like they have been resolved. Then let's proceed to the second matter. We in the People's Party are all a bunch of mortals; a single coin can stump a hero. So this trial must improve efficiency. This is the instruction of the Party Central Committee. You are both persons in charge of the education system, and you know how many people have arrived recently. I have to discuss this matter properly with everyone."

Hundreds of various massacres had occurred in western Zhejiang, with tens of thousands of participants. Trying to fully practice seeking truth from facts was a terrifying task. Procedural justice meant massive costs. Just to sort out a series of criminal facts completely, based on an optimistic estimate of reviewing three cases a day, just to clear things up in court would take at least half a year. If there were twists and turns in between, a year wouldn't be rare.

Xu Dian was once a believer in the supremacy of law. Seeing the entire list and the required various expenditures, his face turned green. This cost could completely use up the annual budget of the judicial departments of over a dozen provinces in the Liberated Areas. The huge gap between ideal and reality had to be filled with massive amounts of money. Even without calculating this money, the daily eating, drinking, housing, and guarding of the more than 100,000 arrested people was a terrible expenditure. Investing this money in economic construction would be enough to change the livelihood of a small half of Zhejiang.

Including the Central Committee, there were views to settle the cases as soon as possible without needing to be too detailed. However, Chen Ke had different thoughts on this matter. "The counter-revolutionaries massacred the masses, so let's have a retaliatory massacre against the counter-revolutionaries. If we do that, the cost can indeed be brought down. But when we deprive a person of their life, there is also a cost. The reason the law forcibly implements order is not for punishment; in a social sense, it is to learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and to cure the sickness to save the patient. The People's Party talks about science and democracy, so there must be a legal system. Rely on the legal system to maintain science and democracy. If we deprive so many people of their lives, we must let the masses understand through this great trial how the legal system operates and where the baseline drawn by the legal system actually lies. Otherwise, what is the significance of us killing so many people? We must not only be responsible to ourselves, but we must also be responsible to the enemy! Without such an attitude, the entire trial and execution will only turn into a carnival with limited meaning, a celebration."

After many discussions, a resolution was finally formed. The Central Committee gave this trial more financial and manpower support. Zhejiang would take this matter as its core work in the near future. Students of various legal majors in the Liberated Areas would all be transferred to Zhejiang to participate in the work of the Great Trial. And a large number of comrades from various departments would be drafted to participate in this trial. Apart from the trial itself, internal education of the judicial system must be completed.

After introducing the situation, Xu Dian summarized, "Although it is unrealistic to establish a judicial system in Zhejiang all at once, and even more unrealistic to make all the masses establish a concept of the legal system, we still have to do our best. The social operating costs are too high. The costs we can use are all the fruits of the masses' labor, and we must try our best not to waste them. So how to use these costs efficiently is an important practice. Everyone has to perk up and work hard."
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Zhou Shuren had met Chen Ke before. Based on his impression at the time, he felt that Chen Ke was a guy who didn't live up to his reputation. Chen Ke's appearance showed no sign of that decisive and slaughtering spirit, nor did he have that aura of authority without anger. Many people looked reliable at first glance, making others trust them. But the impression Chen Ke left on Zhou Shuren was that he had too much on his mind and thought too much. The whole person was a bit too gloomy.

However, Zhou Shuren was not willing to take his first impression as Chen Ke's true appearance. There were plenty of noble people who had more "style" than Chen Ke, and every single one of them had been defeated by Chen Ke. In the People's Party, there were as many straightforward, unrestrained, and attractive figures as ox hairs, and every one of them willingly accepted Chen Ke's leadership. So Zhou Shuren guessed that Chen Ke must have some extremely unique qualities, and these were places Zhou Shuren hadn't seen, or places Chen Ke didn't want Zhou Shuren to see.

The work of the acting deputy director of the Education Bureau was extremely arduous, yet amidst this hard work, Zhou Shuren received a letter from Chen Ke. When he confirmed the sender was Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren felt quite astonished. What exactly had happened to make Chen Ke send a letter personally?

The content of the letter was very simple. Chen Ke wanted to commission Zhou Shuren to write an article with the theme "Viewing the Rotten Manchu Judicial System from the Opera *Striking the Imperial Carriage*". Chen Ke briefly introduced the judicial system of the Song Dynasty and Bao Zheng's status as an Imperial Envoy. If any imperial relative really dared to block Bao Zheng's carriage, they were purely seeking death. *Striking the Imperial Carriage* was a story from the Qing Dynasty novel *Three Heroes and Five Gallants*. Chen Ke requested that Zhou Shuren, amidst his busy schedule, take the lead in writing this article. The style of language and the mode adopted were completely up to Zhou Shuren to decide. The letter also included some materials regarding the judicial system of the Song Dynasty.

Regarding the purpose of writing this article, Chen Ke's explanation was: firstly, Zhejiang was establishing a legal system, so there needed to be a reckoning with the rotten Manchu system. The masses might not be interested in the People's Party's judicial theory, but starting with opera would make it easier to resonate with the people. Secondly, Chen Ke hoped to use this as a beginning, to start a movement to restore the true face of Chinese history and culture.

After reading Chen Ke's letter several times, Zhou Shuren was very puzzled. Heaven knew how Chen Ke came up with this crazy idea. The work of popularizing the legal system was itself a process of education and practice. Chen Ke actually wanted to promote this like singing a big opera. Not to mention anything else, doing it this way seemed very trifling at first glance. Moreover, Zhou Shuren felt a sense of unease. Chen Ke arranging for Zhou Shuren to write this article, needless to say, was probably because he knew Zhou Shuren had liked the novel *Three Heroes and Five Gallants* since he was young. Such detailed intelligence work couldn't help but make Zhou Shuren feel very uneasy.

With no other choice, Zhou Shuren took the letter to find Xu Dian, hoping Xu Dian could give an explanation. Unexpectedly, after reading the letter, Xu Dian repeatedly praised it as a good method. Zhou Shuren was very perplexed by this.

Xu Dian replied, "If we stand up and criticize *Striking the Imperial Carriage* as bad, someone will definitely say, 'Since *Striking the Imperial Carriage* is bad, then you People's Party write something good.' Now that we are trying counter-revolutionaries, we can adapt how we handle cases into a play, focusing on publicizing the principles, characteristics, and processes of our judicial system. This is much stronger than empty verbal propaganda."

Now Zhou Shuren felt a bit enlightened, but he still felt that doing this was a bit too trifling. A government actually fighting for the propaganda front with the people by slandering traditional drama, this was also a bit too petty.

Xu Dian did not support Zhou Shuren's view. "Hey! How is this called petty? If the masses can really keep the content of the opera in their hearts, they will know the process when they go to court. How much social cost will this save? We spent so much cost building this system just to let this system protect the interests of the masses. If the masses don't come to court, what are we raising so many people for?"

Zhou Shuren also agreed with Xu Dian's thoughts on social cost. He asked Xu Dian, "Procurator-General Xu, listening to your meaning just now, this plan was designed by Chairman Chen?"

"Looking at this ruthlessness, and the excavation and verification of history, only Chairman Chen could come up with it. Oh, right, regarding the detailed verification of Song history, it should be done by that bunch in the Museum of Culture and History. A group of old fogies, the sour Confucian smell in what they write is heavy enough."

Since Xu Dian said so, Zhou Shuren accepted it. After going back and carefully reading the outline proposed by Chen Ke and the attached verification, he really did read some flavor out of it. Chen Ke started completely from the perspective of a leader viewing the overall situation, proposing the interest relationships and origins of various factions before the fall of the Northern Song Dynasty. After reading it, there was a clear and distinct feeling. The verification content, however, was chewing on words, filled with a flavor of singing praises and trembling with fear.

After receiving this task, Zhou Shuren couldn't help but have a new understanding of Chen Ke. This person might stand high in the temple, but he also seemed to be far away in the *jianghu* (common world). Zhou Shuren knew that the People's Party had no staff system, and no one possessed a purely private planning team. The People's Party's system was very transparent and didn't need any rotten rules. Although he was not a People's Party member, when the Party committee meetings were held, every attendee had the right to speak. According to Fan Ainong, under the requirement of seeking truth from facts, the People's Party wanted criticism and self-criticism, covering an extremely wide range. But the core idea was only one: how to get things done well.

After judgment, Zhou Shuren had to believe Xu Dian's words; this idea was probably thought up by Chen Ke. This triggered another doubt in Zhou Shuren: what kind of brain did one have to have to engage in extremely theoretical political and military thinking while simultaneously holding the thinking patterns of common market people? This was no longer something a great man could do; to put it bluntly, this was very much like the jumping thinking that only an abnormal person could possess.

Thinking of this, Zhou Shuren felt a bit discouraged. Because quite a few theoretical hypotheses in the People's Party's medical field were really proposed by Chen Ke. The hypothesis system regarding brain structure bore Chen Ke's name.

Sighing, Zhou Shuren felt he could somewhat understand why Chen Ke could become the leader of the People's Party. When a person could not only propose correct theories but also propose many methods that seemed feasible, or at least entry points that seemed feasible, this had to be respected. If Chen Ke's thinking jumped between such theory and reality every day, then that bit of "gloominess" Chen Ke displayed was nothing at all. If things were really as Zhou Shuren imagined, the expression shown by Chen Ke after completing such thinking work could even be described as cheerful and lively.

No other examples were needed. As a literati, Zhou Shuren could completely read that kind of acerbic malice and happiness from Chen Ke's suggestion of "Viewing the Rotten Manchu Judicial System from the Opera *Striking the Imperial Carriage*". To dare to do this, one had to have the courage to mock the malice and courage of the people of the world.

Chen Ke had this malice and courage to dare to mock the people of the world, and Zhou Shuren also had the persistence to carry out this courage, but the actual work was far harder than imagined. The massive amount of Song Dynasty citizen materials made Zhou Shuren feel a kind of astonishment. Before such systematic summarization and organization, Zhou Shuren actually didn't know that the Song Dynasty in Chinese history actually had such a splendid culture and system, nor was he clear about the context and characteristics of the Song Dynasty's centralized system.

After verifying the historical materials with the inferences proposed by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren formed the impression that Chen Ke was an old pedant. Zhou Shuren of course knew that with Chen Ke's age, it was impossible to have enough time to study Song history materials. In *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* written by Chen Ke, the errors in various historical materials were as numerous as ox hairs. Zhejiang literati had written quite a few articles mocking Chen Ke. But from the perspective of the materialist view of history, what Chen Ke said could indeed completely get rid of that ethereal so-called "fate" theory, and could justify itself in reason.

Zhou Shuren of course didn't know Chen Ke's background, and it was even more impossible for him to know that on the forum Chen Ke was on, there were some "Song history experts", and people who moved a large number of research articles on Song history, and some web novels about Song history also provided Chen Ke with a lot of ideas. Although these novels couldn't be treated as Song history research, they could provide many interesting and insightful ideas and thoughts in many details.

What Zhou Shuren knew even less was how frenzied Chen Ke could be when borrowing other people's wisdom.

As a medical expert and literati, Zhou Shuren had a team allocated by the organization. He himself also knew some unemployed literati in Zhejiang with specialties in opera. Zhou Shuren also had a genuine passion for attacking those old traditions that didn't talk about the legal system. A month later, the article was written. In order to ensure his identity wouldn't affect the article, Zhou Shuren used the pen name Lu Xun. This article was published together with the previously written *Curbing the Flood* as *Old Tales Retold*.

The drama regarding the judicial trial was also beginning to be rehearsed intensively. Lu Xun's literary level was extraordinarily high, plus the emotions were full, and with the enthusiasm of those hungry literati to climb high branches, the speed of opera arrangement was also very fast. Less than two months after the trials began, the opera was sent to Xu Dian for review.

After watching it, Xu Dian was very satisfied with the play Zhou Shuren was responsible for. "This thing has no problem with details and the main melody. The core point is that everyone is equal before the law. If you want to find such a law, only we, the People's Party, have it here! As for artistry and the embellishment of words, that can come later."

Zhou Shuren felt Xu Dian was a bit too straightforward; there was actually quite a lot of very malicious sarcasm in it. Zhou Shuren also knew that being so sharp was a bit excessive, but he just wanted to weave these in.

A Party committee member of the legal system grinned bitterly. "Procurator-General Xu, should some details be deliberated again?"

Xu Dian laughed loudly. "Isn't it just that some plot points are a bit acerbic? For us, if mistakes exist, correct them; if not, keep up the good work. As for the masses, we must believe that the eyes of the masses are sharp. They have more discernment ability than we do. When selling radishes quickly, you don't wash the mud; let's perform it first."

After speaking, Xu Dian turned to Zhou Shuren and said, "These plays shouldn't be condensed into one. Separate them, just like that *Three Heroes and Five Gallants*, write more in the manner of a serialized story. Deputy Director Zhou, this work will trouble you."

Zhou Shuren didn't expect his efforts to be acknowledged so quickly. He expected even less that the novel *Storm in Western Zhejiang*, based on these plays, would come out, and movies, TV series, and even songs based on these plays would appear one after another in the following decades.

Zhou Shuren expected even less that decades later, China's highest literary award would be the Lu Xun Literature Prize, named after Zhou Shuren's pen name, Lu Xun.

Of course, in the short term, Zhou Shuren's reputation was not significant. But the name Lu Xun became well known to the newly formed future judicial teams. Lu Xun's review of the *[XXXX]* play became one of the assignments these students had to complete.

Zhou Shuren was a person very good at observation. His cognition of processes, grasp of character characteristics, and portrayal of details were far beyond ordinary people. Some students racked their brains when memorizing various regulations, but the results were not very good. Instead, after watching the plays, they had a rather deep impression of the processes.

Two months after the public trials began, and before the public trials had ended, plays about the public trials began to be performed in various places. With insufficient drama guidance, cadres and students from the legal aspect directly filled the roles. The opera teams went to various cities and villages. After the opera performances ended, the cadres and students explained the facts in the operas. With the opera as a gimmick, the masses at least knew what to ask. With the opera as an introduction, the cadres and students also had entry points for propaganda. The masses in the three southeastern provinces quickly knew that the People's Party had an institution called the court. If they wanted to sue, going to the government wouldn't work; they had to go to this institution called the court. The government couldn't try cases; only the court could.

As for what exactly the relationship between the government and the court was, the common people weren't clear, but at least the concept that only the court could try cases was finally propagated to the folk. As for how to identify who was from the court, the masses were very smart. Even without special propaganda, they knew to look for people according to those costumes in the big operas.

Of course, after these big operas finished, the masses also understood one thing. Those guys who used to be high and mighty were dead meat. The people were such a pragmatic group; since they knew a certain class was very likely to be finished, the masses' reaction was to participate in the action of toppling this class. Landlords and gentry found their days becoming harder and harder.

The People's Party was currently only demanding the blood debt from the gang that planned the Western Zhejiang Massacre. Because they temporarily didn't have the ability and personnel to fully implement land reform policies in the three southeastern provinces, they didn't touch the landlords and gentry who slaughtered each other in internal strife. These plays were performed, and the comrades from the courts who went deep into various places with the big opera troupes conducted propaganda. The families of the deceased who suffered slaughter in the internal strife of course knew that those powers currently in favor had money and guns, and wanting revenge was extremely difficult. Now seeing those high officials in the plays becoming prisoners one by one, daring not resist the People's Party at all, and the People's Party's big opera troupe had arrived in the locality, many people's minds became active.

Very quickly, some families of victims waited until the big opera finished and left, then secretly ran to find the opera troupe under the cover of night to cry out their grievances. Materials on various homicide cases began to pile up in the People's Party courts. Actions targeting the grassroots level in the three southeastern provinces gradually matured.
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"The hearts of men are made of flesh!" Xu Dian said with a rare sentimental tone during his interim report to the Central Committee regarding the grand trials in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. "The Chinese common people are truly very easily satisfied. Once justice is served, they are really too kind."

The People's Party originally did not want to engage in mass killings. Theoretically speaking, those accomplices, regardless of whether they had personally killed anyone, could all be sentenced to death. Once the grand trials began, the anger of the masses quickly shifted from the grassroots perpetrators to the planners of the massacre.

Xu Dian recounted the changes in the situation. "For these masses, they originally could not touch the ringleaders. Those people were high above; the masses had never even seen them, and didn't even know their names. Now that we have kicked these people down from the clouds and made them kneel before the people to accept judgment, the masses' hatred towards the specific implementers has actually lessened at this stage."

"Does that mean those small fry whose hands aren't stained with blood might not die?" Organization Department Minister Qi Huishen asked.

Xu Dian nodded. "That depends on how the Central Committee decides to handle this matter. If we are determined to let these people die together, it would still be very easy to manipulate public sentiment to sentence them to death. If the Central Committee believes that fixed-term imprisonment is sufficient as punishment, these people can survive."

Lu Huitian laughed. "I don't think so. It's already October, and the land reform in Western Zhejiang is about to begin. Life for these people won't be easy during the land reform."

Land is the lifeblood of farmers. Even families without blood feuds might have bloody conflicts fighting for the land they desire in their hearts, let alone when there is already an existing blood feud contradiction. The Party Central Committee might be able to view the problem with an attitude of "one thing at a time," but grassroots comrades would have to face countless troubles in actual operation. Lu Huitian had extremely rich administrative experience; once he said this, the comrades in the Central Committee could all imagine what would specifically happen.

Lu Huitian continued, "Life must go on, and people have to eat no matter how many blood feuds there are. We originally thought about moving the families of the landlords and gentry away, but looking at the situation now, these surviving revolutionary people are actually the minority. If we speak from the perspective of efficiency, we have to consider moving the surviving revolutionary masses and their families away."

Hearing Lu Huitian's proposal, the expressions of the comrades in the Central Committee were a bit unhappy. But no one criticized Lu Huitian's line as being wrong, because Lu Huitian was telling the truth. The land reform implemented by the People's Party in other regions had been able to unite the majority of the masses. After the tragic class struggle in Western Zhejiang, the majority in Western Zhejiang were actually not the revolutionary masses. To put it more bluntly, from the People's Party's perspective, the majority of the masses in Western Zhejiang belonged to the "guilty." Leaving the revolutionary masses and their surviving families in Western Zhejiang would easily form a situation where the minority oppresses the majority. If it were a regime like the Manchu Qing that deliberately provoked local conflicts, they would certainly be happy to do this. The People's Party would absolutely not choose such a method.

Even though the attitude of seeking truth from facts was implemented, the sense of justice in the hearts of the Central Committee comrades was still stimulated. No one would feel comfortable with such a situation.

After a moment of silence, Chen Ke asked Xu Dian, "What does Comrade Li Shouxian think?"

Xu Dian replied, "Comrade Li Shouxian said that this responsibility is too great; a single sentence could determine the life or death of over a hundred thousand people. He cannot bear this responsibility. Therefore, Comrade Li Shouxian hopes that the Central Committee can first make a strategic decision."

Now, the comrades of the Central Committee fell silent again. Everyone understood that Li Shouxian was right to do this. If the families of the revolutionaries were moved, the matter would not be so easy to handle. No one wants to leave their native land; after leaving their native land, everyone would have a strong sense of resentment in their hearts. A large part of the power to decide the life or death of those accomplices lay in the hands of these surviving families. If they didn't leave their native land, the families might consider that they would continue to be neighbors with the others in the future; as long as the compensation was satisfactory, they might show leniency.

But once they left their native land, what politeness would these families have left? At most, they would never interact with them again; it was completely imaginable that they would demand the execution of all participants. It was like an infected wound; no matter how it was treated, the pus that had formed must come out.

Everyone was clear about Li Shouxian's administrative ability; what the Central Committee could think of, Li Shouxian definitely thought of as well. His decisive choice not to bear the responsibility was indeed correct. The reason the Central Committee was the Central Committee was that the Central Committee had to shoulder the responsibility, rather than the Central Committee taking the benefits while the subordinates carried the bad consequences.

The formulation of policy is never the absolute practice of a certain truth, nor is it seeking perfection. Rather, it is a balance of various long-term and short-term interests.

The Central Committee had no reason to demand that the slaughtered common people be kinder than the slaughterers.

The Central Committee was also unwilling to cruelly sacrifice the lives of these more than a hundred thousand people due to certain emotional factors when it was possible to spare the lives of those accomplices whose crimes did not deserve death.

As the People's Party Central Committee promoting the concept of equality for all, they could not allow a certain region to form a natural threshold of high and low status.

It was just that all of this was the understanding of the People's Party Central Committee, not the attitude of the people.

Every Central Committee member in the conference room frowned and remained silent. The experience accumulated in practical work made various speculations of possibilities roll through their minds. Which interest should be chosen as the final guiding standard was indeed a very difficult matter to handle.

Xu Dian also had rich work experience, and he fully understood the distress of the Central Committee comrades. And Xu Dian finally understood why he could not become a true core member of the Party Central Committee. This was not just a question of job characteristics; more importantly, he understood that he lacked sufficient decisiveness. After all, at the very beginning, Xu Dian had already expressed his position that he did not hope for too much killing. But Xu Dian had not taken into account the other problems that would be encountered. He merely put forward the view of the judicial department. Even if this idea was the consensus of the Central Committee, faced with the terrible responsibility to be borne, Xu Dian knew he absolutely could not shoulder it.

"Human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut," Chen Ke put forward his own view. Even when the killing intent was at its peak, the Central Committee was unwilling to take the simple path of slaughter, let alone now that the situation was far better than imagined.

The comrades of the Central Committee nodded slightly. Qi Huishen said, "Then should we send a comrade to Western Zhejiang to assist in the work?"

This was very subtle. What is called assisting in work? It was completely the Central Committee sending someone to Western Zhejiang to shoulder the responsibility.

"We should still trust Comrade Li Shouxian," Lu Huitian said. "The current situation mainly exists in Western Zhejiang. For the whole of Zhejiang, our policy has not changed."

Qi Huishen's attitude was still very firm. "Precisely because we trust Comrade Li Shouxian, we must support him even more. If everyone has concerns, we can send a young comrade to Western Zhejiang."

"Oh?" The comrades present immediately felt that Qi Huishen, the Organization Minister, had his own ideas.

"How young?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Almost 20 years old," Qi Huishen said calmly. "Graduating from the Political and Law College this year."

Now no one wanted to make a sound. It wasn't without precedent in the People's Party for someone to become a regional leader at the age of 20; it could even be said to be the norm, such as He Zudao who controlled military administration in the Military Commission. In the People's Party, those who took charge of great power only after the age of 30 were actually the minority. But that was 10 years ago. Now that Qi Huishen dared to recommend such a candidate, it showed he indeed had full confidence.

The Organization Minister managed personnel; recommending candidates was within Qi Huishen's scope of authority. At this point, the comrades felt Qi Huishen's attitude was too tough, but there was nothing to say institutionally. Adhering to the tradition of the People's Party, Qi Huishen's skin regarding the pursuit of vain reputation had long passed the stage of thin to thick, and had now entered the realm of thick to non-existent. He said calmly, "This job requires not only talking about principles but also handling interpersonal relationships skillfully while talking about principles. That is what Chairman Chen calls EQ. Many local cadres in Zhejiang might have okay EQ, but there are problems with their principles and the degree of application of principles. Many of our comrades from the old base areas grasp principles very well, but have problems with EQ. This young comrade I want to recommend exceeds the category of excellent in terms of the materialist view of seeking truth from facts, IQ, conduct, and attitude towards striving for progress. More importantly, in terms of EQ, many of us old guys in the Central Committee may not be able to catch up with him. Breathtaking! Breathtaking!"

Chen Ke couldn't reject Qi Huishen's request either. He laughed, "Needless to say, he must be better than me."

The Central Committee members couldn't help but laugh. But Qi Huishen didn't laugh; he said seriously to Chen Ke, "Anyone in our People's Party can talk about interpersonal relationships, but only you cannot. You cannot have interpersonal relationships."

After these words were spoken, the comrades were stunned for a moment, and then the entire venue roared with laughter. Chen Ke also laughed heartily, "Originally, I was worried that my lack of understanding of interpersonal relationships would make everyone dislike me. I didn't expect this to be a good thing."

After everyone finished laughing, Qi Huishen continued, "Sometimes, seeing extremely excellent comrades, I still can't help but want to hand over harder work to them. Only with pressure is there motivation, but any work must have someone to bear the responsibility. Since I am doing this, I want to put forward three ideas. First, the recommended comrade must be discussed by the Party Committee. Second, the recommender must share the responsibility. Third, the recommended comrade must have a clear scope of use, and the recommender cannot seek special care. If these three points can be achieved, rigorous recommendation is not a bad thing."

These were honest words, and all the Central Committee comrades nodded in agreement. Hua Xiongmao laughed, "This is the work of the Organization Department. You, Minister Qi, must definitely be constantly progressing amidst mistakes."

Seeing that Hua Xiongmao supported Qi Huishen, and Chen Ke had no intention of stopping it, everyone expressed their agreement. A Party Committee resolution; this recommendation must be kept confidential. And it was suggested that all future Party Committee recommendation work adopt a confidential archiving system. Checked by the Political and Legal Affairs Commission. So, three days later, a young comrade named Wu Xiangyu went to report to Li Shouxian with the Central Committee's instruction document.

Li Shouxian was very satisfied after seeing the Central Committee's resolution. The resolution required that when dealing with the Western Zhejiang issue, appropriate means should be adopted to "stabilize the emotions of the masses in Western Zhejiang," and after the trials and land reform were completed, the surviving families of the revolutionary masses would be moved to the cities and arranged for work. Li Shouxian understood very well that this was a method of using both kindness and severity. To put it bluntly, it was to use the existence of the surviving families of the revolutionary masses to make the people in the Western Zhejiang region feel pressure, and complete the trials, land reform, and grassroots organization construction work under pressure. After this work was completed, the government would come forward to move the surviving families of the revolutionary masses out of Western Zhejiang, restoring equality and stability in Western Zhejiang.

What surprised and satisfied Li Shouxian even more was that the young comrade Wu Xiangyu quickly understood the Central Committee's ideas, and without a trace of "surprise." This was not a trait easily found in young people; young people were prone to making a fuss about nothing and viewing the world completely based on their own understanding. But this young comrade Wu Xiangyu had a strange affinity; he easily integrated into the organization and was able to quickly determine his scope of work and work content.

The People's Party was never afraid of comrades failing, but this did not mean allowing comrades to have problems with their ideological starting point when doing work. Doing work was simply doing work; a young comrade like Wu Xiangyu really made Li Shouxian overjoyed. However, the more excellent the comrade, the more they needed tempering. Without a large amount of failure experience, without these failures letting the laborer understand what they exactly "could not do," the political life of an excellent comrade could easily die prematurely halfway. There was no need for the Central Committee to instruct; Li Shouxian knew very well how to use these young comrades.

There was a rule in the People's Party's organizational engineering: a qualified cadre must be able to discover and train their own successor in their work. Treating a position as one's own inviolable territory was a standard manifestation of the feudal system. Without anyone, the earth would continue to turn, and the sun would rise as usual. Since one was a member of the organization, one must consider problems from the perspective of the organization's good operation.

Seeing a young comrade with the possibility of succeeding his position, Li Shouxian felt very gratified. However, this comrade being so young also made Li Shouxian feel that jealousy and envy unique to older people towards young people.

Since the land reform work in Western Zhejiang was to unfold, the trial work also had to be intensified. Fortunately, the huge manpower and material resources invested in the early stage finally saw results. The trials for the upper levels were nearing the end; the Zhejiang Provincial High Court was responsible for trying those high-level counter-revolutionaries. The intermediate and local courts in various places were responsible for the trial work of counter-revolutionaries at all levels.

What the People's Party spent huge manpower and energy to deal with was the group of people who carried out the massacre in Western Zhejiang. After these facts were investigated clearly, the internal slaughter within the ruling class in Zhejiang and even the three southeastern provinces could be put aside for a while. The high-level counter-revolutionaries naturally could not be spared; the reason they were not killed now was that some issues had not been finally clarified. The middle-level personnel of the counter-revolutionaries were also dead for sure; the reason they were not dead now was that there were still some issues with the specific executors below that needed to be completely clarified. The local courts began comprehensive trials of specific executors throughout Western Zhejiang. The leaders among them naturally had no possibility of escaping punishment. Regarding the judgments of accessories and vassals, most were only sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment.

Regarding the judgment of fixed-term imprisonment, Li Shouxian raised a practical operational question to Xu Dian. "How to ensure in actual operation that the masses do not form the concept that labor is a punishment?"
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"We have always said that labor is the most glorious, and we must absolutely not treat labor as a form of punishment. So what exactly is punishment? Punishment is depriving the criminal of the economic benefits obtained through labor. This is the content of the punishment. Of course, I actually do not recommend depriving criminals of the right to obtain remuneration through participating in labor. I think this still needs to be clearly distinguished."

Li Shouxian spoke with fervor and assurance while facing Xu Dian, and Xu Dian listened quietly. Theoretical research, as well as research combining fact with theory, had always been important work for the People's Party. The People's Party promoted the rapid development of the base area's economy by establishing a socialist system, promoting scientific systems, and improving labor efficiency. In this process, the People's Party, as well as the Party, government, and army, all paid a huge amount of labor, even labor without remuneration. Therefore, in the field of labor remuneration and property rights definition, there has always been a lot of debate and discussion.

After listening to Li Shouxian express a set of leftist concepts within the People's Party, Xu Dian asked a question, "Now it is not such a simple problem of defining punishment. Chairman Chen has spoken about labor-intensive sweatshops. Our labor reform department once made an attempt and organized production according to that method. I think you definitely know what the result was."

Li Shouxian certainly knew. There was a labor reform team in Hubei that implemented an unprecedentedly "harsh" management model. All actions had to be strictly carried out according to the schedule, and there was also mandatory ideological education of criticism and self-criticism. This labor reform team was engaged in the repetitive labor of making buttons. After a year, the income of the high-efficiency working criminals was higher than that of ordinary workers outside. Because this money, after deducting food costs, was all handed over to the criminals' families, it ended up causing incidents where, when the criminals' sentences were served and they were about to be released, their families begged for them to be locked up for a few more years.

Envy is human nature. Hubei produced various jingles to satirize this matter. The rumor that "Going to prison makes you a rich man!" made the Hubei local government quite uncomfortable for a while.

Li Shouxian certainly would not be stumped by this example. He sneered, "What was the propaganda department doing?"

Xu Dian waved his hand, "This is not a matter for the propaganda department. We also want to implement such a high intensity of workload outside, but we simply cannot find so many laborers willing to exert such great effort. That labor reform team had meticulous management. Moreover, criminals participating in labor is a compulsory behavior; labor became the entirety of the criminals' lives. But when you are outside, life is not that simple. What is that called? Oh, pursuing quality of life."

Li Shouxian sneered, "Only laborers can possibly improve their quality of life. Without labor, where does life come from?"

Xu Dian really couldn't figure out what exactly Li Shouxian meant. He laughed, "This idea of yours..." Just as he said this, Xu Dian somewhat understood what Li Shouxian meant. He said in surprise, "Are you planning to do this in Zhejiang?"

"Can't I?" Li Shouxian replied.

Xu Dian replied seriously, "I think it won't work, at least it is inappropriate. You must know, what the masses want to get rid of now is the status quo of poverty. If you use material incentives like this, I'm afraid it will cause ideological confusion. There will definitely be a portion who feel that crime is not that shameful."

Li Shouxian replied seriously, "You are the one talking nonsense. Which of the Chinese common people doesn't know that crime is shameful? It is inevitable that some people will be confused as you said, but that shows there is a problem with the propaganda department. Comrade Lu Huitian is very capable, but I think he is a rightist. Propaganda work cannot make the masses distinguish right from wrong; the purpose of propaganda work is to let the masses come into contact with facts. Distinguishing right from wrong is a personal ideological problem. Thinking that talking with one's mouth can solve ideological problems, that is idealism."

Xu Dian actually believed Li Shouxian's words. Even if severe laws and harsh punishments were adopted, there would still be people flying into the fire like moths to trigger the law. Everyone pursues different things. In order to satisfy the desires in their hearts, many people really disregard everything. After calming his emotions a bit, Xu Dian replied, "But if it is not mandatory, many things I'm afraid may not necessarily develop in the direction we hope for. I still say that. The social cost is too high. Sometimes strong control is also necessary."

Facing Xu Dian's questioning, Li Shouxian replied, "How the social cost is increased can only be determined after practice. No investigation, no right to speak."

Seeing that Li Shouxian was determined, Xu Dian also gave up the effort to persuade Li Shouxian. Because Xu Dian himself also hoped to see Li Shouxian's attempt succeed.

Concern for laborers and respect for labor did not mean that Li Shouxian was soft on the counter-revolutionaries who should be shot. While arranging labor reform, Li Shouxian also arranged for the execution of counter-revolutionaries in Western Zhejiang. In every village, in every town, at the places where those counter-revolutionaries had killed revolutionary masses, execution rallies were held. Revolutionary families wearing mourning dress, as well as common people with various expressions on their faces, all arrived at the scene.

Red flags fluttered, dazzlingly bright under the winter sky. The criminals to be executed had long known their fate of being forced to death. Everyone was limp all over, no longer having the tyranny they had when killing people. In groups of four, these people were brought to the execution ground and made to kneel. The judicial police pulled out the wooden signs marked with their names inserted behind their backs, and then shot them in the back of the head at the position of the medulla oblongata with pistols.

After the gunshots rang out, the crowd all had dark faces and did not make a sound. The revolutionary families, on the other hand, wailed loudly. Within ten days, a total of more than 9,700 counter-revolutionaries were executed in Western Zhejiang. Adding the more than 45,000 people sentenced to prison terms, the forces of landlords and gentry entrenched in Western Zhejiang were completely swept away.

With such a powerful deterrent force, the People's Party carried out land reform in Western Zhejiang. No one resisted. Based on the People's Party's investigation of the mountains, forests, and fields in Western Zhejiang, all the land reform work was completed very quickly. After the land reform was completed, Western Zhejiang built supply and marketing cooperatives and various labor production technology service departments according to the plan. The People's Party struck its roots deeply in Zhejiang.

Jiangsu, which neighbors Zhejiang, also welcomed representatives of the People's Party in the winter of 1916. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army formally made a request to Wang Youhong to fully take over the Beiyang government's assets in Jiangsu. Wang Youhong naturally knew that the People's Party was referring to the officially owned land in Shanghai, as well as a series of industries with the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau as the core.

To this, Wang Youhong did not refuse. Moreover, Wang Youhong also maintained very flexible discussion techniques, conducting discussions on how the People's Party and Jiangsu would cooperate in Shanghai. "Raw silk is not only the bulk of your side's exports but also our side's largest export item. And we both need to import machinery and equipment. I hope to be able to cooperate on this matter."

The People's Party representative was very appreciative of the attitude Wang Youhong showed. He asked, "Admiral Wang, our side is very interested in the New Policies you are implementing in Jiangsu. But I wonder how Admiral Wang carried out the theoretical design?"

Wang Youhong laughed, "This is thanks to Mr. Yan, who successively produced two versions of the translation of *The Wealth of Nations*. I also read Chairman Chen's book review. It was truly of great benefit."

"Adam Smith's *The Wealth of Nations*?" the People's Party representative asked.

Wang Youhong replied frankly, "Exactly. Chairman Chen said in the book review that the most shining point of Adam Smith in the book is encouraging the development of industrial capital and restricting or even striking at landlord forces. Because industrial capital is capital based on the entire society, while landlord forces are a backward way of drawing a circle on the ground to serve as a prison. We in Jiangsu have learned Chairman Chen's attitude, encouraging production and restricting speculation and various rents and taxes. Although the days were hard in the first few years, it got better after getting over the hurdle."

"So that's how it is," the People's Party representative nodded slowly and said.

Wang Youhong was also unclear whether the People's Party representative was faking it or was really moved. Anyway, these were no longer important. The People's Party possessed the ability to destroy Jiangsu, so what was said with the mouth was no longer important.

Sure enough, the People's Party representative paused for a moment and then said, "Military Governor Wang, Chairman Chen entrusted me to pass a word to you. Regarding Jiangsu, we want to split it into two. Shanghai will be a municipality directly under the central government, directly managed by our People's Party. And the remaining part of Jiangsu will form a special administrative region. This administrative region can decide its own system and establish laws by itself. Everything will be like the policies during the autonomy of the joint provinces. I wonder what Military Governor Wang thinks?"

What should come will come eventually, Wang Youhong thought. However, Wang Youhong's power could no longer determine the fate of Jiangsu. Whether the People's Party swallowed it whole or nibbled it away was no longer important to Wang Youhong. Moreover, the request made by Chen Ke really could not be said to have not saved face for Wang Youhong. The place of Shanghai was simply not an area Wang Youhong could control. Not only could Wang Youhong not afford to provoke the foreign forces, but even the local gang forces in Shanghai were hard for Wang Youhong to shake. Since the People's Party was willing to wade into this muddy water, Wang Youhong had no other way but to agree.

"As for the Jiangsu Special Administrative Region, are there any particular requirements?" Wang Youhong inquired about the matter most important to himself.

Just as Wang Youhong thought, the People's Party actually did not care at all what Wang Youhong thought about Shanghai. While that representative of the People's Party was negotiating with Wang Youhong, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, with the help of He Ruqing, had already controlled the various enterprises of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. And a fleet of considerable size, covered in rust, also approached the dock of the Jiangnan Shipyard. The Beiyang symbol was faintly visible on the ships, but the flags on the masts had already been changed to the red August 1st military flag.

Yan Fu, in a snow-white navy uniform, stood on the dock watching this Chinese fleet that had weathered storms slowly approaching, tears already glistening in his eyes. This fleet had undergone emergency repairs and was replenished with coal. The small vessels underwent major repairs in Mawei. The large vessels sailed to Shanghai to undergo comprehensive repairs at the shipyard of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. If no accidents happened, in two months, a brand-new People's Navy fleet would set sail from Shanghai and head south. The destination of this fleet was Hainan Island.

The purpose of the People's Party building a navy was to face the future, but what Yan Fu felt at this moment was heavy history. Having experienced countless storms, countless efforts, and countless heartbreaks. Yan Fu had experienced all the major events of this navy for nearly 30 years of the first half of his life. Now that this navy was crowned with the name of the people, he met with it again.

Most of the workers and technical personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard were already in place. Among them were also many engineering personnel of the People's Party. The personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard showed more vigilance, while the personnel of the People's Party showed a kind of enthusiastic expectation. The vast majority of them had never boarded a warship with a tonnage of over a thousand tons, let alone repaired and refitted these warships. Now that they finally got such an opportunity, every comrade was full of drive. More importantly, in the eyes of the engineering and technical personnel of the People's Party, the fleet before them was "our fleet." This especially stirred their emotions.

With the help of tugboats, the largest warship in the lead finally docked at the pier. The technical personnel and port affairs personnel of the Jiangnan Shipyard began work such as tying cables to the ship.

After the gangway was set up, a team of soldiers wearing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy uniforms walked down from the mottled gangway. Leading them was Navy Commander Sa Zhenbing. Unlike Yan Fu's emotional excitement, Sa Zhenbing appeared slightly reserved. Sailing for the first time as a member of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy was also a very new experience for Sa Zhenbing.

Outside the shipyard harbor, there were not only the navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army but also warships of Britain and even Japan. Compared with the rusty Chinese ships, the British and Japanese ships looked quite sleek because of timely maintenance. Moreover, from tonnage to artillery, the British and Japanese warships exceeded the warships of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army by a lot. Comparing the two, the British and Japanese militaries were full of a high-spirited posturing attitude. It was just that the moods of the naval commanders of the two countries were far from that relaxed.

The only thing that can destroy a fleet on the ocean is the enemy's fleet. Up to now, Britain and Japan temporarily had no intention of having a showdown with the People's Party on land. The sharp weapon they could use to threaten the People's Party was the navy in their hands. China has a long coastline and numerous ports. Even if this fleet, which could almost be described as dilapidated, underwent repairs, it could still play a very important role after escaping the surveillance of the British and Japanese navies.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already proven its power on land. Even with the cooperation of a not-so-powerful navy, the difficulty of fighting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would be greatly increased. Especially Japan; they knew very well that fighting the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Korea was only a matter of time. If Japan encountered an attack by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy during the war, Japan's combat would also encounter great problems.

The Japanese naval commander actually really wanted to shell the navy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army right now. Launching a surprise attack at this moment, there was a more than ninety percent probability of completely wiping out this fleet. However, the Japanese naval commander was equally clear that if he did this now, the army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have a one hundred percent probability of immediately launching an attack on Korea. If that happened, the Japanese naval commander did not want to guess at all what winning percentage Japan could have in the Korean war. Anyway, that would definitely not be a number that made the Japanese feel rejoicing and encouraged.

The China of the past that would succumb as long as it received a war threat no longer existed. Even watching China strive to sharpen its fangs of war with their own eyes, foreign countries could only watch helplessly. The Japanese naval commander, sensing this change, felt a great unease arise in his heart.
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In the world of 1916, the Chinese Civil War and the war between China and Japan, as well as the subsequent purge by the People's Party, resulted in nearly a million casualties in East Asia. At the western end of the World Island, the European war also continued its brutal bloodbath.

At the beginning of the year, Chen Ke exhausted all means and, with the help of American financial groups, sent 700 German soldiers back to Germany. The American financial group helping the People's Party asked the People's Party representative a question, "What use is there in sending 700 people back to Germany?"

The People's Party representative replied: "We also want to establish relations with Germany after the war. At any rate, there will always be a few left out of the 700 after they arrive. Perhaps among these survivors, there might be some who are willing to help the People's Party make connections and get to know the prominent figures of post-war Germany."

Running connections is not a unique characteristic of China; it is the same in countries all over the world, just that the forms of expression are different. The social status of German soldiers is relatively high, and having officers to help would indeed be of great benefit. Compared to detaining German prisoners in China, the latter option of paying a certain price to prepare for future connections carried greater risk, but the potential returns after success were also greater. The American side also investigated the situation of these German soldiers and found that they had no special mission. After all, the distance between China and Germany made cooperation between the two countries seem extremely unlikely. In the end, the American financial group decided to help.

This was originally a small matter. There were quite a few German immigrants in the United States, and it was not rare for descendants of Germans to return to Germany to fight during World War I. So the Americans didn't think much about it at all.

In the summer of the Battle of Verdun, when the German front line adopted tactics on two directions that were vastly different from previous battle models, the Americans simply did not treat the subtle changes therein and the actions of the People's Party as anything significant.

In early 1916, the German Imperial Command decided to shift its strategic focus westward. Chief of the General Staff Falkenhayn set the strike target at the famous fortress of Verdun in France. Verdun was a salient in the Anglo-French line; it was like a protruding sharp tooth, posing a serious threat to the flank of the German army penetrating into northern France. Germany and France had clashed here many times, but the German army had failed to capture the fortress. If the German army could capture Verdun in one fell swoop this time, it would surely deal a heavy blow to French morale. At the same time, occupying Verdun would open up the German army's path to Paris. Once Paris was occupied, France would collapse on its own, and the remaining British and Russian armies would not be enough to be feared.

However, in the First World War, the Western Front in Europe had massed artillery clusters unprecedented in human history and continuous trench defense lines. Neither the Entente nor the Central Powers lacked firepower, or even manpower. What they lacked was the mobility and method to break through the enemy's defense lines.

The Battle of Verdun was fought from February to June 1916. Almost every inch of land was bombarded by artillery fire, and almost every inch of land had people attempting to dig trenches or successfully digging trenches. The German army paid a heavy price for its difficult advance. On June 22, the German army used poison gas warfare on a large scale for the first time in human history. Poison gas warfare had a certain effect, easily pushing the battle line a few kilometers. This was a huge success on the battlefield of the terrifying trench warfare meat grinder, but it failed to achieve a breakthrough in the true sense.

In another direction, a German division spontaneously adopted completely new breakthrough tactics. The German infantry division did not adopt the previous tactic of artillery coverage followed by infantry charges. This time, the artillery bombardment changed from violent full-coverage fire to continuous suppression fire. This kind of attack was very dangerous. It wasn't about the threat to the enemy, but because the European battlefield of WWI gathered the world's largest artillery groups. Continuous shelling could easily expose one's own position, causing the artillery position to be shelled by enemy artillery.

The purpose of the German continuous shelling was to disrupt the communications and command of the enemy's defense lines. The real highlight was the tactics of this division. They did not attack in a line. The entire division was divided into three assault directions. The assault teams at the very front were mainly small combat groups, equipped with light machine guns, mortars, flamethrowers, grenade launchers, and hand grenades, looking for the enemy's weak zones and carrying out breakthroughs. After breaking through, the assault troops continued to advance forward. Targets included enemy artillery positions, headquarters, and intersections of communication lines. The remnant enemy forces on the attack route were left to follow-up troops to clean up. On June 22, within half a day of the attack starting, they advanced 8 kilometers at an astonishing speed.

This attack was ultimately defeated by the overwhelming artillery fire of the French army. In order to contain the fierce attack of this German force, when the French found that the situation was becoming irretrievable, they even disregarded the remnant French troops still on the positions and fired more than a hundred thousand shells at this attacking German division within two hours. The Germans were naturally unwilling to give up this 8-kilometer breakthrough depth either. Although no one thought there could be such progress before the battle started, and follow-up artillery preparation was insufficient, Germany still did its best to mobilize firepower to fiercely shoot at the French artillery positions. Within one day, on this breakthrough point three kilometers wide and eight kilometers long, both sides consumed over a million shells in total.

The casualties of the German division that implemented the breakthrough exceeded 80%, and 90% of these casualties were caused by shelling. Finally, this division was withdrawn to the rear for reorganization and rest, and the Battle of Verdun continued to be fought as it was in history.

The change came 3 months later, when the Battle of the Somme was in its most difficult period.

In June 1916, to relieve the pressure on the French army in the Battle of Verdun, the Anglo-French allied forces jointly launched the Battle of the Somme. On July 1, 1916, the British created a "movable and tragic" act of idiocy in the history of human warfare. Starting from June 24, the British and French armies carried out 7 days of artillery preparation. At 7:30 am on July 1, the infantry launched an attack under artillery support. The main attack directions of both Britain and France achieved breakthroughs, but the British left wing attack troops lined up in square formations. The officers' riding boots and caps were polished bright, and the infantry's bayonets flashed with cold light. They just lined up in horizontal lines and launched a charge towards the German trenches in square formations amidst the accompaniment of military band music.

Under the violent fire of German Maxim machine guns and artillery, these British troops were mowed down in patches like wheat. In one day, the British lost 60,000 men.

Of course, the British quickly demonstrated the demeanor of an industrial power. Such idiotic behavior did not appear a second time. Moreover, on September 15, 1916, Britain implemented the first tank attack in human history during the Battle of the Somme. These steel behemoths roared, their thick shells resisting machine gun bullets and even small-caliber artillery shells on the positions. They crushed over barbed wire, crossed trenches, and fiercely strafed German soldiers from a commanding height with the machine guns carried on the tanks. It brought great panic to the German army, breaking through four or five kilometers in one day.

As if to retaliate against the British tank attack, on September 16, 1916, a German corps went to the front line from the rear. This corps was responsible for a battle line ten kilometers wide. Unlike other troops, this corps received personnel from a division that had suffered heavy losses in Verdun three months ago and had to be withdrawn to the rear. Moreover, members of this division held many important positions in this corps.

On September 27, 1916, when the Battle of the Somme fell into a stalemate stage, this corps launched an attack on the British and French armies on the front. Almost exactly the same as the attack three months ago, this corps sent assault teams to lurk in front of the enemy under the cover of night, cut the barbed wire, and launched a sudden attack before dawn. They no longer pursued a full breakthrough, but launched fierce attacks on more than a dozen pre-determined attack points.

These soldiers used light machine guns, flamethrowers, mortars, rifle grenades, and even engineer shovels with great proficiency. They completed the breakthrough within a little over an hour. The follow-up troops of this German corps immediately followed up the attack in column formation, killing their way into the positions of the British and French armies. German artillery shelled Britain and France in the form of a barrage. This corps ignored the rear and flanks, burying their heads and attacking forward continuously.

The main German force followed the path opened up by this corps. They exterminated the British and French "remnant enemies" on the positions, although the number of remnant enemies was far greater than the number eliminated in the previous battle. However, these British and French soldiers had already been divided and surrounded. When subjected to German attacks that were far greater in number than their own side, they could only be annihilated one by one.

The entire battle line width of the Battle of the Somme was only 50 kilometers. The German army advanced eight kilometers in one day on a 10-kilometer battle line width, triggering a German counterattack on the entire battle line. Seeing that the entire battle line was on the verge of collapse, the Anglo-French allied forces used artillery shells to weave a deathly net of firepower. The shelling lasted for a whole day. Coupled with the use of tank troops to implement counterattacks, they managed to maintain the situation from deteriorating further after paying a huge price in manpower and consumption of weapons and ammunition.

After a day, on the entire 50-kilometer wide battle line, the Anglo-French allied forces were beaten back five kilometers, and the furthest attack distance of the German army reached an unprecedented ten kilometers. The Germans also paid a heavy price. The corps responsible for the attack suffered nearly half casualties and simply disbanded on the spot. Some personnel were incorporated into other troops, and another part of the personnel was transferred back to the rear for reorganization and restructuring.

By the rainy season in November, the Battle of the Somme ended. The Anglo-French allied forces lost 960,000 men. Not only did they not capture the Somme River, but the battle line was pushed back 8 kilometers by the German army. The German army lost 450,000 men.

The Battle of Verdun was still continuing. The French army had already lost 550,000 men in Verdun, and the German army lost 340,000. The fighting was still going on brutally.

By this time, the troop strength of the Anglo-French allied forces had reached rock bottom. The ruling classes of both countries knew very well that if no new forces joined the war, it was unknown whether they could defeat the Central Powers. Both countries would exhaust all their country's troops before seeing victory.

In addition to strongly demanding that Russia immediately implement an attack on Germany to relieve the pressure on Germany in the West, Britain and France both turned their eyes to the whole world, trying to seek new sources of troops. The powers that entered the vision of the two countries were first and foremost the United States, which had always "remained neutral," and secondly, the Chinese People's Party, which had been fighting for the liberation of its own country.

The United States was a supplier to the Entente Powers and had strong industrial capabilities. The latest intelligence from China claimed that the Chinese People's Party had already seized the Northeast, and the Northeast regional warlord Zhang Zuolin fled to Mongolia. A People's Party navy crossed the Qiongzhou Strait and seized the southern Chinese island of Qiongzhou. At this time, the People's Party controlled a vast area from the Northeast to the South China Sea, possessing a population of over two hundred million and an army numbering in the millions.

Especially the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party. The army in this military force displayed combat effectiveness far exceeding that of the Japanese Army. In terms of combat effectiveness alone, it greatly exceeded the upper limit of the cannon fodder troops that Britain and France expected.

Neither the United States nor the People's Party showed any intention of joining the Entente Powers. Especially the People's Party; even at the critical moment of falling out with the British, they consistently emphasized their attitude of unwillingness to join the Entente Powers.

The British could naturally understand the People's Party's thinking. In fact, for decades, they had been facing resistance forces everywhere trying to seek their own country's independence. The goal pursued by the People's Party was not strange to the British at all. At the end of 1916, when the British Empire had almost been bled dry, the issue of this country, China, obtaining its own independence and sovereignty was not a headache for the British at all. Even in the sequence of China issues, the problem that gave the British more of a headache was how to get the Chinese People's Party to accept British war bonds. The Chinese People's Party was not only an opponent of the British but also a supplier of considerable scale to Britain.

So Britain and France quickly reached a consensus. The most important diplomatic work right now was how to get the United States and the Chinese People's Party to join the Entente and provide troops.

Soon, the ministers of Britain and France in the United States and China both received orders from their home countries.
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Chapter 185 Butterfly's Wings (2)

"They finally came!" Chen Ke stretched lazily in his seat, completely disregarding his image, after seeing off the British Minister who had personally come to Wuhan to visit the People's Party. The comrades passed around and read the document brought by the British Minister. This document was written in Chinese, and very thoughtfully adopted the People's Party's horizontal left-to-right writing style, and even used simplified characters.

That Chen Ke could feel so relaxed made the comrades feel even more jubilant, and even a bit disbelief. Not only had the British Minister personally come to Wuhan, but Britain had also shown true sincerity. After confronting the People's Party in Wuhan for over a year, the British Yangtze Fleet weighed anchor and sailed for Shanghai. Although the British fleet still blocked the mouth of the Yangtze River, and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance gave Britain an overwhelming advantage in the Far East oceans, Britain's retreat made the People's Party realize one thing: this retreat was just the beginning, not the end.

"What was the result of the talks?" Zhang Yu asked. Like the other comrades, he couldn't help but smile. After so much persistence and effort, seeing the true dawn made Zhang Yu feel a bit overwhelmed with emotion.

"Shall we employ some Beiyang members?" Chen Ke didn't answer how to do it, but instead raised a strange question.

"Why?" The comrades were very surprised. Today, when the People's Party had completely trampled Beiyang underfoot, employing Beiyang personnel seemed rather odd. Even from the perspective of making contributions, there was no need to let Beiyang members atone for their crimes through service.

Chen Ke answered, "Because we are a bunch of country bumpkins who don't understand international law and international conventions."

"Haha!" "Hehe!" "Hoho!" The comrades' different personalities led to different laughter, but the meaning behind the laughter was the same: everyone felt Chen Ke was joking too much.

"Isn't international law just justice within the range of a cannon?" Hua Xiongmao said.

Chen Ke also smiled and replied, "That's right. The problem is that negotiations outside the range of cannons still require skill. I have great confidence in the comrades if we roll up our sleeves and fight the British. But asking you to pay lip service to the British and engage in intrigue is really not something we have been trained for. We need to find professionals for this kind of work."

Seeing that Chen Ke wasn't trying to give the Beiyang people a way out or a policy advantage, the comrades' emotions calmed down. "Then who are you planning to use, Chairman Chen?"

"Tang Shaoyi's son-in-law, Gu Weijun," Chen Ke gave the answer.

Everyone had heard of Tang Shaoyi, but most comrades were hearing the name Gu Weijun for the first time. Since Chen Ke had named him, and only wanted to bring a young man from Beiyang to work, the comrades didn't try to stop Chen Ke's idea.

"The recent work is not focused on diplomacy. Justice is within the range of cannons, so what we need is to work hard to build cannons with longer range." Chen Ke had just finished half his sentence when Hua Xiongmao became happy, thinking there might be a war to fight. However, Hua Xiongmao was quickly disappointed as Chen Ke continued, "The core work right now is making steel and building railways."

Seeing the comrades looking puzzled, Chen Ke was in a good mood, so he explained, "The industrial strength of the Americans has long surpassed that of the British. One of the foundations of their heavy industry development lies in the extensive construction of railways. The benefit of railways is that they lower transportation costs, greatly reducing the cost of commodity circulation. Not to mention the efficiency of transporting troops, grain, and materials. I don't need to emphasize to everyone what the Beijing-Hankou line looks like right now, do I?"

"Are we really not going to take military action for the time being?" Hua Xiongmao was very brooding about this. Seeing a great opportunity to unify China, he could only watch helplessly, which made him very anxious.

Chen Ke persuaded, "In the future, we will definitely not lack battles to fight. What we lack is a period of peace and construction. If we do one more point of construction now, we will have ten points of return in the future. Doesn't the current state of the Beijing-Hankou Railway explain the problem clearly enough?"

Hearing that development was to tilt towards heavy industry, You Gou immediately became energetic. "These tasks need the full support of the Railway Engineering Corps!"

Since You Gou spoke so politely, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but express himself. "The shipyards will also develop greatly."

"No matter how many ships the shipyard builds, without the support of the army's engineering corps, the canal shipping will be blocked by silt." With You Gou's intelligence, she wouldn't fall for Hua Xiongmao's trick at all.

Seeing that he couldn't out-argue You Gou, Hua Xiongmao accepted it. "Fine! Fine! Our troops will increase investment in infrastructure construction. It's just that the comrades in the localities should also cooperate with the labor."

Finance Minister Fu Yu said with some worry, "In the final analysis, it's still a question of organizing labor. But can the national financial budget support it? The current currency issuance volume is too large, several times larger than two years ago. There are no signs of inflation yet, and the comrades in the Ministry of Finance don't dare to use the calculation models anymore. According to the old models, this would cause major problems."

Chen Ke had witnessed the 2008 financial crisis, so he wasn't too worried about the currency issuance problem. "The core point of the financial problem is whether the laborers can get paid. If the money only goes into the hands of the laborers, the operation of this society is very healthy. If the money only goes into the hands of rentiers and capital owners, then something big will definitely happen. So while developing productive forces, we must reduce various social costs. Heavy industry is precisely what can best balance the two. We are now importing a large amount of raw materials from overseas, and many regions also have many professional processing industries based on their own characteristics. If costs cannot be reduced, our domestic masses cannot afford these products, which is true waste. Distorting supply and demand can only be maintained for a while; it cannot go on forever. That would cause big trouble. My personal energy is limited, and recently I still want to focus on economic construction work."

No one dared to stop Chen Ke from focusing on whatever work he wanted. Diplomatic work was handed over to the Politburo. Britain formally presented a series of demands to the People's Party. First of all, Britain became tough on abolishing various old treaties. Regarding British interests in China, they no longer had the appearance that "everything can be discussed" as before.

When it came to real bargaining and haggling over every ounce, it meant that the deal was striding forward towards a settlement. The navigation rights of British merchant ships entering and exiting the Yangtze River were Britain's most important commercial interest in China. The People's Party and Britain conducted the first round of negotiations with this issue as the entry point.

Gu Weijun's capture by the People's Party was of the "walking right into the trap" type. His father-in-law Tang Shaoyi told Gu Weijun to run away quickly, and he did run away with his wife. After arriving in Henan, Gu Weijun felt that there was really no way to continue fleeing south. Not only were the checks at train stations and other places extremely strict, but even the countryside was under martial law if he went by land.

Under such circumstances, Gu Weijun was stranded in Zhengzhou, unable to move. In the end, Gu Weijun simply made a risky move. He ran to the People's Party Henan government, identified himself, and asked to be sent to see Yan Fu, with Gu Weijun paying for the travel expenses himself. This was really a last resort. Yan Fu was the only high-ranking official in the People's Party that Gu Weijun could connect with. With the turmoil outside, if he forced his way south, Gu Weijun felt that he and his wife might lose their lives. As a last resort, Gu Weijun could only hug this big tree first.

Hearing that this young man, Gu Weijun, was actually the Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs for Beiyang, and that he wanted to see Yan Fu, the comrades in Zhengzhou didn't dare to make a decision easily. aside from investigating Gu Weijun, they also sent news to the Central Committee and Yan Fu. The Central Committee's reply was, "If it is confirmed that this person is Gu Weijun, send him to Wuhan." After some investigation, Gu Weijun and his wife Tang Baoyue were sent to Wuhan. The People's Party didn't make things difficult for him, nor did they release him. They just put Gu Weijun under supervision and let him temporarily work as an English teacher in a middle school in Wuhan.

Gu Weijun was very pragmatic and didn't resist this arrangement at all. Now that he had been urgently transferred to the diplomatic negotiation team, Gu Weijun did his best in the negotiations on the Sino-British shipping issue. Moreover, Gu Weijun boldly made a request, hoping to mobilize some people from the Beiyang Ministry of Foreign Affairs to join the negotiation team.

Zhang Yu was very responsible in his work. He didn't specifically ask Chen Ke for instructions and agreed to the matter on his own initiative. In response to some doubts from the comrades, Zhang Yu replied, "We are not asking those Beiyang people to be officials, but to work. We pay them."

Put this way, no one dared to say anything more. Following Gu Weijun's request, Beijing first released a group of Beiyang Ministry of Foreign Affairs personnel, and at the same time urgently shipped the documents, materials, and books requested by Gu Weijun to Wuhan. With these materials, the laymen of the People's Party realized that there were really many things in diplomatic negotiations that were not a joke.

Regarding navigation rights, there are many issues including inland waters, territorial seas, and innocent passage. As long as one doesn't hold the attitude of "my house, my rules, whatever I say goes," these conventions accumulated over many years do have their reasons. Equality between great powers requires these agreements as a basis for guaranteeing their respective interests. After signing these agreements with the British, similar agreements can be signed with other countries based on the principle of "consistency among the powers."

Moreover, the agreement does not mean copying every clause foolishly. Based on what principles to choose what kind of agreement to sign, and what kind of tricks are hidden behind these agreements, the People's Party knew some superficial things, but really didn't understand the more detailed content and didn't have enough experience. After Gu Weijun and his team joined, they indeed greatly strengthened the power of the People's Party.

Of course, the People's Party didn't need to wrong itself for the sake of the agreement. After all, the agreement was completely enforced by power. Even if the British fleet's right to free passage in the Yangtze River was abolished, if the People's Party couldn't possess the ability to sink British warships in the Yangtze River, the People's Party could only stare helplessly if the British fleet fought its way into the Yangtze River. Under the soft velvet glove must be a strong and powerful iron wrist. Justice only within the range of cannons is the sole foundation of international law.

While Zhang Yu admired the professional ability of Gu Weijun and others and supported Chen Ke's "eye for talent," Gu Weijun also felt awe and joy at the strength of the People's Party. Recovering the concessions and abolishing unequal treaties had always been Gu Weijun's ideal. During the Beiyang period, Gu Weijun had always worked hard for this. With Gu Weijun's knowledge and experience, he could be completely sure that this time the British were indeed sincere about revising the treaties with China. It was also the best opportunity for China to regain its sovereignty.

Before participating in this negotiation, Gu Weijun had never imagined that a group of unknown young people could achieve goals that the Manchu Qing had failed to achieve in more than sixty years, starting from scratch and taking only ten years. These leaders of the People's Party were generally a few years older than Gu Weijun, but decades younger than established, high-ranking figures like Yuan Shikai and Gu Weijun's father-in-law Tang Shaoyi.

Gu Weijun truly wanted to go all out to participate in such a major historic event and leave his name in history. In his actual work, he did just that.

However, after every confrontation with the British, or arguing on the basis of reason, or discussing various details and the various interest disputes hidden behind the details with the People's Party cadres, when he returned home and lay on the bed, Gu Weijun would often feel a kind of uneasiness. He strongly suspected that everything he fought for China's interests during the day was just a beautiful dream, and that he was just not waking up from a big dream while lying in bed. Then Gu Weijun would pick up law books and study them carefully. In addition to dispelling this groundless worry, he could also prepare for the next day's negotiations.

After three weeks of negotiations, China and Britain finally reached a preliminary intended agreement on British navigation rights and the issue of concessions in the Yangtze River basin. On the basis of this intended agreement, the British made another request to discuss with the People's Party the issue of Britain recognizing the People's Party government as the legal government of China.

On this issue, Zhang Yu had to ask Chen Ke for instructions. Just as Zhang Yu thought, Chen Ke didn't care at all about whether the British recognized the People's Party government. Chen Ke said to Zhang Yu, "Contact the Americans and see what their attitude is now."

Zhang Yu said jokingly, "Are we really going to hug the Americans' thighs instead of the British ones?"

Chen Ke also laughed, "The British have thick skin; they don't care if they lose a little face. On the contrary, the Americans and we have more in common in terms of interests for the time being. Also, tell the Yankees that we want the French to make some concessions to us on the Annam issue."

"Why not tell the British?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke replied, "The British will support the French in this matter no matter what. The French are beaten like this now. If we ask them to spit out the land again, they won't agree to it even for the sake of face."

"Then what role do we want the Yankees to play?" Zhang Yu was really puzzled.

"Since we want to give the United States such a big face, we have to let the Americans feel embarrassed. Otherwise, wouldn't we be too self-abasing? Besides, if the Yankees are willing to be a mouthpiece, we welcome it. If the Yankees are not willing to do even such a small thing, then we can openly collude with the British!" Chen Ke gave his own thoughts.

Zhang Yu blinked, confused by the complex international relations described by Chen Ke.
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Chapter 186 Butterfly's Wings (3)

Following the partial agreement reached between the British Minister and the People's Party, the French Minister also arrived in Wuhan. This time, Chen Ke did not meet the French Minister but had Zhang Yu meet him in a private capacity first. The French Minister first brought up the agreement regarding concessions reached between Britain and the People's Party, firmly stating that France was willing to sign a similar agreement with China.

Zhang Yu cheerfully expressed appreciation for this, and at the same time, cheerfully talked with the French Minister about the past when France wanted to designate Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi as its sphere of influence. This content was very sharp, yet Zhang Yu's cheerful attitude could be described as amiable. The French Minister immediately stated that those were completely outside rumors. France had always respected China's sovereignty and territorial integrity.

"If your country can uphold such an attitude, we welcome it extremely. We want to establish a brand-new friendly Sino-French relationship." Zhang Yu said, even beaming with joy.

This smiling tiger attitude immediately made the French representative nervous. He darkened his face and asked, "May I ask what exactly are your country's intentions?"

Zhang Yu took out a map of Indochina, which showed five regions. At this time, France had already turned Laos and Cambodia into its protectorates, while Annam was divided into three parts: North, Central, and South. Pointing to Laos and Northern Vietnam, Zhang Yu said, "We are willing to send troops to protect Laos and Northern Vietnam, so that France can have more troops to go back and defend France."

Looking at the French Minister's shocked expression, Zhang Yu said in a serious and sincere tone, "To protect world peace, let us help you!"

The French certainly knew very well how they got Annam. At the beginning of the "chat," Zhang Yu mentioned France's ambition to swallow Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. With this groundwork laid, the French Minister was not so agitated by Zhang Yu's request, which was like hitting someone when they were down. Even if the French Minister was agitated inside, the current France was no longer the France of early 1914. Back then, France dared to shout about taking military action against the People's Party, and even in 1915, while the war in Europe was raging, France kept trying to make small moves against Yunnan and Guizhou.

But by December 1916, France had almost bled dry. News from France indicated that the French army, suffering terrible losses, had almost mutinied. The French soldiers participating in the Battle of Verdun were unwilling to throw away their lives in vain in a brutal war with no end in sight. Finally, the French upper echelons had to promise the soldiers that they would never participate in harsh offensive battles against the German army again, preventing a real mutiny from happening. Since then, French soldiers refused to conduct offensive battles and only defended in the trenches. If the European battlefield was like this, France really had no strength to fight for Indochina, ten thousand miles away.

"Those protecting Laos and Northern Vietnam must be members of the Entente Powers. Does this mean your country is expressing willingness to join the Entente Powers?" the French Minister asked.

Zhang Yu said seriously, "If your country thinks that our proposal to defend these two countries is an initial request, just the beginning of a series of requests, we feel this is a result of a lack of understanding of us. This request is the bottom line of our People's Party. It has nothing to do with whether we join the Entente Powers. Regarding joining the Entente Powers, our attitude has long been made clear. I believe Mr. Minister was well aware of what would happen before arriving in Wuhan."

Both Britain and France knew that the People's Party was not opposed to joining the Entente Powers. Now Zhang Yu was speaking prettily, making China's reclaiming of a part of Indochina a prerequisite for its relationship with France. However, no matter how Zhang Yu tried to speak of these two things separately, it was impossible for the French Minister to truly treat them as completely independent demands.

Seeing the French Minister's slightly impatient look, Zhang Yu had to continue explaining, "The ongoing war will definitely have an end. The relationship between China and France existed before this war and will continue to exist after this war. Why don't we create a beginning for a friendly Sino-French relationship?"

"A beginning for a friendly Sino-French relationship?" The French Minister was very touched by such future-oriented words. He already knew that if the issues raised by the People's Party regarding Indochina could not be resolved, this beginning would forever remain just a beginning. The Chinese, far away from the war, could wait, but the French could not. France was defeated in the Franco-Prussian War and suffered the painful fate of ceding territory and paying indemnities. If they failed in this European war, the British could at most withdraw from the war if they couldn't continue fighting. They had a fleet to defend the British homeland and a vast colonial system. The crown on the British Emperor's head did not originate from Europe, but from India. But what about France? Could it kneel at the feet of the new Emperor of the future Holy Roman Empire?

The Chinese scheme must not be allowed to succeed; the French Minister made such a decision. The unhappiness triggered by such strong confrontational consciousness quickly exceeded normal levels. Just as this confrontational consciousness was rising, the French Minister suddenly understood what Zhang Yu wanted to say. Zhang Yu was expressing that the People's Party would firmly not agree to discuss the Indochina issue within the framework of the Entente Powers. The People's Party smartly realized that the dominance of the Entente system would inevitably be in the hands of Britain and France. Any compromise within this system would come at a huge price.

If the Japanese Minister were facing such a problem, he would definitely fly into a rage. He would use all possible petty means to force the People's Party to make concessions. If the British Minister encountered such a problem, they would think of ways to cause trouble for the People's Party. Anyway, the scope of cooperation between the two sides was so large that there were plenty of ways to make the People's Party feel uncomfortable.

But France really didn't have the ability to choose the methods of Britain or Japan. Leaving aside the old entanglements between China and France on the Indochina issue, France did not seize Indochina by defeating China. The seizure of Annam relied more on the power of the British. After the People's Party raised this dispute, the British would definitely not think that these two small French colonies had any value. The Northern Vietnam state established by France was located in the mountains, and Laos was a tropical rainforest covered in dense jungle. Just throwing these two godforsaken places to the People's Party could exchange for more benefits. Even if Britain didn't pressure France, it wouldn't be happy to see France's insistence on these two pieces of land affect the process of pulling the People's Party into the Entente Powers. Moreover, Britain and France were not a monolith. Doing something that sacrificed French interests put absolutely no pressure on Britain. Even if France quit now, the worst outcome would be France surrendering. Britain's world hegemony was tottering, while the French would become slaves of a conquered nation.

The reality was this cruel, and Zhang Yu had limited the negotiation target to only the French side. The reality faced made the French Minister feel extremely thorny. After talking for a while longer, Zhang Yu sent the grim-faced French Minister out.

The American side had received Zhang Yu's notification earlier. After some discussion, the American side finally understood the meaning of the People's Party. If the United States refused to support the People's Party's request, then the People's Party would try to join the Entente Powers by coordinating with Britain and France.

Britain already owed huge debts to the United States at this time. If the Entente Powers were defeated, the United States would inevitably suffer terrible losses. For the United States, joining the Entente Powers was only a matter of time. If China reached an agreement directly with Britain and France, the result would inevitably be the United States joining the Entente Powers alone. Both the US government and Congress hoped to make a fortune by joining this European war and establish a greater voice for the United States in the world. Once China became close to Britain, Britain would have Japan as an ally and China as a collaborator in the Far East. The United States would be in a position of complete isolation in the Far East.

After careful deliberation, the US government and members of Congress believed that they could not make a wrong judgment at this time. If the United States could not support and satisfy China's demands, it would be greatly disadvantageous to the United States. Therefore, the US government issued orders to the US Minister, requiring them to find a way to change the "memorandum" between the People's Party and the US side into a formal agreement.

Originally, the Americans were unwilling to get involved in the war between the People's Party and Japan, and wrote a memorandum almost as a perfunctory task. The memorandum was full of clauses that were very beneficial to the United States. At that time, the United States felt that this fence-sitting posture allowed them to attack or retreat, and could satisfy US interests to the greatest extent.

Now, the shortcomings of the "memorandum," a non-treaty document, were revealed. The People's Party could easily cast the memorandum aside and take unilateral action. The content of this memorandum could not even be made public at the moment. Because after seeing these rather harsh terms, Britain and France only needed to be "more generous" than the United States to make China turn to Britain and France without any moral pressure.

To avoid such things from happening, the US Minister had to do a lot of diplomatic work.

Gu Weijun, an employee of the People's Party negotiation team, really had a sense of clarity like a master of hindsight after seeing the relevant materials. From the perspective of that time, the People's Party's dealings with foreign countries could be said to be swallowing insults. They were forced to "recognize the status quo" and forced to sign a "memorandum" to stabilize the United States. However, this series of swallowing insults had become an excellent foreshadowing today when the situation had undergone tremendous changes.

Zhang Yu did not complacently make territorial demands to foreign countries, but negotiated unilaterally with France. This action forced France into a very awkward position. France was now facing a dilemma; both short-term and long-term interests required France to maintain good relations with the People's Party. The dispute over two small pieces of land was not worth mentioning compared to the benefits of cooperation.

However, for China, the benefits obtained were unprecedentedly huge. Britain did not cut off too much Chinese land, and Britain was still the world hegemon, so the People's Party discussed basic agreements for normal exchanges between China and foreign countries with Britain. France had seized China's sphere of influence, so China made France make a full "friendly gesture." As for the United States, Zhang Yu had already handed the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" to Gu Weijun, asking Gu Weijun to discuss a comprehensive friendly diplomatic relations agreement with the United States based on this.

Adopting different handling methods for different opponents. Unless Britain, France, and the United States united now to strike China, and everyone tore off their faces and fought openly. Otherwise, China had established its diplomatic stance. As a Chinese, Gu Weijun could also experience a very wonderful thing. During the Victory at Zhennanguan, Laos was not a vassal state of China, but the People's Party now was not asking France to spit out Annam, but asking France to spit out Laos. The various meanings contained in this were really worth pondering.

Of course, as a Chinese negotiation representative, Gu Weijun would certainly not have any private comments on this matter. Nor would he cleverly show off. Instead, he raised a question to Zhang Yu, "Even if the French agree, they won't let it go so easily."

Zhang Yu nodded, "It is absolutely impossible for relations between countries to be smooth sailing. Struggle is the mainstream, and the only core."

Gu Weijun was a smart person. At first, he felt that Zhang Yu's words were too murderous, but after careful thought, Gu Weijun suddenly and sincerely admired Zhang Yu's boldness. During the Qing Dynasty, France and China had contradictions and conflicts, and during the People's Party period, it was also contradictions and conflicts. The only difference was merely that the People's Party's power had grown stronger, while France's power had declined. Although the forms of expression seemed worlds apart, there was no difference in essence.

Despite knowing this, Gu Weijun hoped that the current situation could continue, or even continue forever. After experiencing so much suffering, Gu Weijun had finally waited until China could suppress the foreigners. Even knowing that the world was changing, Gu Weijun hoped that China would never return to those days of humiliation.

After this emotion subsided, Gu Weijun thought of another thing. He tentatively asked Zhang Yu, "Minister Zhang, I heard that the case in Zhejiang is almost finished being tried."

"Oh?" Zhang Yu was stunned. He didn't expect Gu Weijun to bring up such a topic, but Zhang Yu quickly figured out the problem. He laughed, "What did your darling say to you?"

Despite studying Mandarin for a long time, Zhang Yu could only speak Mandarin with a Shanxi accent. Gu Weijun listened to the hard "darling" and only understood after a good while that Zhang Yu was referring to Gu Weijun's wife. He couldn't help blushing.

Zhang Yu laughed, "There is no conclusion on the handling of Beiyang for the time being. Your father-in-law and the others will probably have to be detained for a while longer."

"I heard that for Zhejiang, the upper echelons are handled first, and then the lower echelons. I wonder what the handling method for Beiyang is?" Gu Weijun still didn't give up. He was fearful of what kind of handling method the People's Party intended to implement on Beiyang.

With the conduct of that Beiyang gang, according to the People's Party's trial standards in Zhejiang, every Beiyang executive had crimes punishable by execution. Yuan Shikai might be Chen Ke's matchmaker, but Beiyang was not Chen Ke's matchmaker. By comparison, Cai Yuanpei was once a revolutionary. It was unlikely that the People's Party would favor one over the other, letting Beiyang off the hook while striking hard at the Guangfu Society, who were also revolutionaries. Even knowing that his little "merit" was insignificant to the People's Party, Gu Weijun still hoped to help his father-in-law.

Zhang Yu didn't think that much. The Central Committee of the People's Party had not yet decided how to deal with the Beiyang gang. But out of love for talent, Zhang Yu replied, "It will be Beiyang's turn after Cai Yuanpei and his gang are shot. You don't have to worry, shooting Cai Yuanpei is a matter of the near future."
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The reaction of the French government to the People's Party's "suggestion" of protecting Northern Vietnam and Laos was not nearly as big as the People's Party had imagined. Compared to the fierce war taking place on French soil, a few colonies ten thousand miles away were not worth mentioning at all. France was actually very interested in the "Sino-French relationship" proposed by the People's Party. The broad commercial cooperation interests reached between China and Britain made the French side very envious. If Zhang Yu was not joking and truly supported the establishment of a commercial cooperation relationship between China and France independent of Britain, the French would certainly welcome it warmly.

During the Sino-French negotiations, Gu Weijun increasingly realized just how grand the "boldness" of the People's Party was. China's 5% tariff was already a very low level in this era. This was originally a side effect of foreign countries forcibly opening China's doors with strong ships and sharp cannons. They coerced China into lowering tariffs, which directly led to a significant reduction in China's tax revenue.

Abolishing concessions and reclaiming sovereignty—the People's Party did not show the mania of a nouveau riche in these aspects, but negotiated realistically based on the interests of both sides. They proposed various agreements that satisfied normal commercial interests and did not shy away from the reality caused by history. This mature demeanor often made the young Gu Weijun feel his own immaturity.

Regarding tariffs, the People's Party seemed not to see these tax revenue issues at all, and had no intention of forcibly changing the current tax rates. Low tariffs had now become a sharp weapon for the People's Party in negotiations with foreign countries. The only thing Zhang Yu insisted on was developing trade between the People's Party and foreign countries on the basis of fixed-quota trade. His explanation was, "We don't have hard currency and can't implement the gold standard, so we can only use fiat currency."

Regarding this insistence, Gu Weijun found that he couldn't guess the People's Party's core policy no matter what, so he simply stopped asking about the reasoning behind it.

France, nicknamed the "Usury Empire," had a considerable standard in lending. Since low tariffs could guarantee France's interests, France proposed that in order to build a "brand new Sino-French relationship," France could consider "transferring the protectorate rights of Northern Vietnam and Laos" to China, but China should also consider providing loans to France to support France's war needs.

"As far as I know, France is not short of money," Zhang Yu replied.

The French Minister's face immediately turned ugly. Zhang Yu's words were equivalent to directly rejecting France's request. Zhang Yu's subsequent request surprised the French Minister even more, "I would like to invite Mr. Minister to visit Chinese farms and factories with me. I wonder what Mr. Minister thinks?"

The French Minister asked in confusion, "What exactly does Mr. Zhang intend? To prove that China has the production capacity for grain and industry?"

Zhang Yu laughed, "France's industrial, agricultural, and technological levels are first-class in Europe. Leaving aside the issue of joining the Entente Powers, which is a matter for later, I just hope the Minister can evaluate whether the level of these Chinese farmers and workers can reach the French level."

The French Minister was somewhat annoyed by Zhang Yu's statement. After all that talk, he just wanted to show off China's strength! The French Minister said unfriendliness, "Can Mr. Zhang send these farmers and workers to work in France?"

Zhang Yu replied, "Why not?"

Now the French Minister suddenly realized. With a polite smile, he said, "I have never been to Wuhan, and I would very much like to visit."

Zhang Yu also replied readily, "We Chinese have a saying: Is it not delightful to have friends coming from afar? Let me personally be your guide."

The scope of the visit was quite extensive. Zhang Yu accompanied the French Minister for a week to visit farms, rural areas, factories, and mines in Hubei and Anhui. While traveling, everyone discussed the possibility of Sino-French cooperation in various fields. China in the late Qing Dynasty was not too far behind the world level in technology. After the People's Party seized several important industrial centers in China, it further strengthened its industrial level and strength. France also had its own unique level in heavy industry, not to mention that France was a major agricultural country in Europe. Originally, their industrial and mining enterprises did not notice the huge demand for industrial construction in China. Even if they noticed, they had no way to compete with Britain in the Far East.

After a week of visits, the French Minister was really "unsatisfied." If he hadn't been burdened with a mission, the French Minister would have even wanted to tour the entire People's Party base area. What a vast market this was! What infinite business opportunities were here! Not to mention consuming the demand of the entire Chinese market, just the demand seen was enough to make various industries in France eat until their mouths were full of oil.

As for the Chinese workers and farmers in the farms and factories, their work performance also greatly exceeded the French side's imagination. Agriculture was China's strong suit. The French even saw a large number of hot-bulb tractors driving back and forth on the farms, whether for plowing or transportation. China was not a backward country at all; this country was also making efforts towards industrialization.

As for the factories, the French were confident in their own country's level; France's industrial level was far above China's. Although he didn't know the specific situation in French factories, the French Minister believed that those Chinese workers who buried their heads in work could serve as apprentice workers in France, and presumably could meet French standards.

Men in France had all gone to the battlefield. Even if the Chinese side refused to send troops, if they could send hundreds of thousands or millions of workers and farmers to work in France's empty factories and farms, it would also give France huge support. The French Minister's negotiation angle naturally leaned in this direction.

"If workers are sent, these workers cannot be considered immigrants," the French Minister emphasized this issue first.

"Of course, we have no intention of emigrating millions of people to France," Zhang Yu agreed. "However, if we send labor to France, we also need to sign an agreement with the French side to guarantee the legitimate rights and interests of Chinese workers."

Zhang Yu then emphasized, "We are sending workers to France, not sending slaves to France. So we must ensure that the legitimate rights and interests of these Chinese citizens are guaranteed. This is the foundation of everything!"

The French Minister could certainly understand Zhang Yu's request. After conducting friendly negotiations in this regard, the French Minister returned to the consulate in Wuhan on the grounds of fatigue. Three days later, the French Minister formally proposed to Zhang Yu, hoping to negotiate with Zhang Yu on sending 50,000 Chinese laborers to work in France.

In international politics, when two very important countries conduct secret room negotiations, other countries will feel uneasy. The secret talks between China and France aroused great "interest" from Britain and the United States. Between these two countries whose relationship was once quite tense, they suddenly became intimate. Britain didn't really care. Anyway, the goal they pursued was for China to join the Entente Powers and for China to recognize British bonds.

Compared to Britain's calmness, the American representative's greatest feeling was unease. If China cast aside the United States and colluded with France, this would have a considerable impact on the United States' grand strategy. But the person in charge of negotiations was Zhang Yu, and Zhang Yu had not shown up, nor had other leaders of the People's Party. The American Minister was as anxious as an ant on a hot pan.

Since national-level diplomatic work could not proceed smoothly, His Excellency the Minister temporarily put his own commercial interests first. Because he had once taken the lead in negotiating the coconut trade with China, the American Minister spent a lot of money to keep his position as Minister to China, one of the purposes being to continue monopolizing this coconut trade. The American Minister quickly connected with the Chinese business representative in this regard. However, the Chinese business representative who used to contact the American Minister was gone. The new representative told the American Minister with an indifferent expression, "The situation has changed now."

The new Chinese business representative tried to be polite on his face, but that smile squeezed out with effort was really fake enough; it looked even less comfortable than having no expression at all. Such an expression indicated hostility and rejection, and the American Minister immediately became alert. Perhaps his own business was going to suffer some losses? The American Minister asked, "What changes?"

"The route originally intended to be transported to Anhui via the Yangtze River has changed slightly. We have already started to build a processing plant in Fuzhou. Right here." The Chinese business representative pointed to the map and said, "In the future, part of the transportation route will be greatly shortened."

Hearing that the coconut trade was not going to be reduced or even cancelled, the American Minister's heart immediately returned to his stomach. He just didn't understand what was going on with the Chinese business representative's indifferent attitude, and where the original business representative had gone. During the entire meeting, several people from the Chinese side were present, all with gloomy faces, as if they were going to do something terrible.

But the whole negotiation was very constructive. The People's Party planned to build two new coconut processing zones in Fujian and Guangdong. These two places were closer to the Philippines and could save costs significantly. The American Minister expressed the hope that the Chinese side would expand the labor export quota for picking coconuts. The labor ability of the locals in the Philippines, especially their enthusiasm for such large-scale repetitive labor, was limited. Chinese laborers were more efficient in the Philippines.

Such a request was not immediately agreed to like last time. The Chinese business representative's expression became even uglier. He coldly stated that this matter could continue to be discussed. He could not give the American Minister any answer now.

What exactly happened? This was the American Minister's biggest doubt after the meeting ended. The previous Chinese business representative was a guy with a very flexible attitude, especially after receiving certain benefits during the negotiation, his posture became even more flexible. He did his best to satisfy the American Minister's requests. The new production plan seemed well-designed to the American Minister, whether it was the transportation route or the local arrangements. Including the arrangements for a series of receiving and handling procedures, the Chinese side had obviously put in effort. The problem was that the negotiation opponent this time was very stiff, even raw. If the American Minister didn't care more about money, he would probably have turned a cold face in return due to personal willingness.

After this happened, the American Minister wondered if these things he encountered were a kind of attitude of the People's Party.

Regarding the People's Party acquiring political power in China, the United States was already fully mentally prepared. The United States even welcomed the People's Party's completion of control over China. What the United States was really worried about was the foreign attitude of this emerging political force. It was only 16 years ago that China was last pinned down and beaten by foreign countries. In the more than half a century before 1916, China had been beaten by foreign countries time and again, so the People's Party, which had finally started to regain China's status, was extremely likely to erupt with strong hostility towards the outside world.

However, the American Minister soon understood what had actually happened. American consulates everywhere paid great attention to collecting intelligence. According to the situation they learned, the Chinese business representative who originally negotiated with the American Minister had been dismissed and investigated for accepting bribes. Not just that one person; the People's Party carried out a major rectification of various business negotiation personnel, and many people fell. Some were even shot for accepting huge amounts of bribes.

The new batch of people who came up now could also complete business negotiations according to the orders of the People's Party, but with the warning not far behind, they now followed a strict avoidance negotiation mode, for fear of following in the footsteps of those previous guys. In business negotiations in various countries, especially in the mode of the People's Party which was akin to government procurement, officials basically had to take a bite; this was a global convention. The Chinese business representative who discussed business with the American Minister actually didn't take much. Judging by the price in the worldwide scope, this official was already quite honest.

However, the People's Party even used the death penalty to deal with this behavior. The American Minister didn't know whether to express appreciation for the People's Party's practice or to express horror at this practice of the People's Party. If the United States also did things like the People's Party, first of all, the diplomatic circles would be executed entirely. In the United States, except for a few important diplomats, the positions of other diplomats were bought with money, which was legal behavior in the United States. As for various commercial behaviors where government officials colluded with capitalists, there were also corresponding judicial procedures in the United States to legalize them. Those guys who were sentenced were all brought down in political struggles because they acted recklessly without regard for the rules. If following the People's Party's standards and methods, domestic officials in the United States would basically all have to be executed, and the American Minister himself could not be spared.

But fortunately, the People's Party did not oppose normal commercial behavior, and the American Minister did not need to worry about how the People's Party handled its own affairs. But feeling like the fox mourning the death of the hare, the American Minister felt that after returning to his country, he needed to promote several laws to protect the legality of his actions. What moral and behavioral standards the People's Party used to define their own country was China's internal affair, but the United States was a country ruled by law. As a member of the American ruling class, he must use the law to protect the interests of the ruling class. Things that were illegal in China had to be legal in the United States.

However, these operations could only begin after returning to the country. The American Minister arranged his work. Finally, he waited until Zhang Yu and the French Minister finished their negotiations. After seeing Zhang Yu, the American Minister immediately presented the attitude of the US government to Zhang Yu, "The Federal Government of the United States is willing to recognize the People's Party government as the legal government of China, and hopes that diplomatic relations can be established between the two countries as soon as possible."

"Oh?" Zhang Yu was not surprised by this. He laughed, "Mr. Minister, we welcome the attitude of the US government. I will introduce you to one of our personnel who studied in the United States. The specific operation of this matter can be handed over to him. I hope to talk to you about the diplomatic philosophy of our People's Party. You may remember, that is the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence."
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The American Minister naturally could not come to negotiate with the People's Party empty-handed. In addition to being responsible for recognizing the People's Party regime and handling the establishment of diplomatic relations with the new Chinese government afterwards, the American side also brought an official gift. Upon learning that the People's Party controlled Shanghai, the United States hoped to build four 10,000-ton merchant ships at the Jiangnan Shipyard.

"We will provide the important equipment, materials, design drawings, and even engineers. Your side only needs to provide the docks, site, and auxiliary personnel. If your side also needs to increase shipbuilding equipment, our country can even consider giving your country credit loans." The American Minister introduced the situation.

Chen Ke had reminded Zhang Yu that the American side might talk to the People's Party about shipbuilding cooperation. After all, the People's Party and the United States had discussions about building a navy. At that time, the People's Party did not have a shipbuilding base, and the United States did not want to wade into muddy waters when the People's Party was in conflict with Britain. The intention of cooperation had long existed, and now was exactly the opportunity to turn intention into practice.

Zhang Yu had also prepared for this, having read the information long ago. Hearing the American side state their needs so frankly, Zhang Yu replied, "Is this the American side ordering ships from us separately, or is the American side preparing to fulfill the naval construction plan discussed before?"

"If your side is prepared to fulfill that agreement, we certainly welcome it." The American Minister was delighted. His original mission also included this task, but at any rate, this topic had to be raised by the People's Party first.

"Can the price of machinery and equipment follow the original price?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

"Absolutely not!" The American Minister immediately rejected Zhang Yu's proposal.

The American Minister understood the People's Party's craftiness very well. Taking advantage of the economic crisis in the United States before World War I, the People's Party purchased a large number of machines at very low prices. At that time, American shipping was relatively idle, and the People's Party raced against time to ship these machines and equipment back to China. In order to acquire equipment as much as possible, the People's Party even hired Chinese workers who were driven to desperation by the American "Chinese Exclusion Act" to quickly dismantle factories after buying bankrupt ones, and then shipped both people and equipment away.

At that time, the attitude in the United States towards the People's Party was very mocking, especially those Americans with strong anti-Chinese stances who were simply glad that the People's Party had cleaned up all the trash in the United States. However, these mockeries did not last long before World War I broke out. Stimulated by orders from Europe, the entire American industry started operating at almost full capacity, and the prices of machinery and equipment skyrocketed. Americans discovered that the People's Party had actually made a huge profit.

Now Zhang Yu wanted to buy machinery and equipment at the prices of that time. The prices of these equipment had more than doubled compared to before the war. No matter how sincere the US government was, it was impossible to sell products to the People's Party at that price.

"We still don't have money," Zhang Yu said sincerely.

"Our country can provide credit loans," the American Minister replied quickly. Now a large amount of gold from the Entente Powers was pouring into the United States, and the United States was experiencing inflation problems. If money could be lent to the People's Party, at least there was raw silk trade as a guarantee, which was several streets better than that pile of IOUs from Britain.

"Many thanks for your country's support, but borrowing money to live is really unreliable. Can we discuss this matter again?" Zhang Yu replied, "Or shall we solve the immediate priorities first?"

The so-called priority was the US government recognizing the People's Party government and the two countries establishing formal diplomatic relations. Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly that the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" must be established with the United States, but there was no need to mention this topic with France and Britain at all. Zhang Yu already had the confidence and assurance to go to war with world powers. At least he believed that going to war with other countries on Chinese soil could still protect China's interests. However, the implied content of Chen Ke's attitude was that China wanted to "not respect sovereignty and territorial integrity, and interfere in each other's internal affairs" with Britain and France. This attitude that had to be fought for could not help but make Zhang Yu feel a little excited.

Of course, Zhang Yu knew very well how he should explain this issue. After all, in the international relations of this era, "not respecting sovereignty and territorial integrity, and interfering in each other's internal affairs" was originally a tradition.

The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence seemed like a rhetoric of "farting after taking off pants" in the eyes of the American Minister, but this principle was also relatively beneficial to the United States. The American Minister could fully imagine how eager the People's Party was to avoid foreign interference now. Interfering in Chinese affairs across the Pacific Ocean was also an unimaginable thing for the United States. Unless the United States completely abandoned the Chinese market and prepared for a military invasion of China, blocking China's coast with a fleet would be an action where the loss outweighed the gain. The vast Pacific Ocean itself prevented the United States from investing too many troops in China. With Japan's lesson from the past, even if the United States used all its strength to send 100,000 people, they would be surrounded and annihilated by China's million-strong army as soon as they entered the Chinese interior. Only a fool would make such a decision.

However, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence emphasized by the People's Party were by no means a simple slogan; these principles were extremely practical. Once this agreement was signed, the United States must establish its stance on other local regimes in China. The American Minister asked, "After the People's Party wipes out the chaotic parties in various places, can our American merchants invest in the whole of China?"

Zhang Yu said with a mix of coaxing and threatening, "It will definitely not work in the initial stage. We need to implement the final rectification in various places. I think you gentlemen don't want to run to turbulent areas and encounter various uncontrollable dangers, right?"

"But how long will this deadline be?" The American Minister insisted on asking.

Zhang Yu smiled confidently, "If you are referring to the southeast region, fully normal investment can be resumed within two years. If it is the northwest, it will not exceed six years at the latest."

The American Minister understood that this was Zhang Yu predicting the course of the future war. This time was also within normal imagination. Investing in the southeast meant competing with the British in the southeast. The United States had no strongholds in northwest China at all. Since Zhang Yu confidently believed that the northwest problem could be solved within five years, then they would just wait and see to what extent the People's Party could achieve it.

Since China and the United States, separated by the Pacific Ocean, both showed the ability to defend their land territories, in 1916, only guys in madhouses could think of a land war where you die and we live between China and the United States. And guys in madhouses could not lead the official negotiations between China and the United States.

The People's Party held fast to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, requiring the United States to establish diplomatic relations with China under this principle. The American side wanted to avoid various troublesome details as much as possible. Only agreeing to such a seemingly all-encompassing yet quite empty principle could give ample space for various detailed discussions later, so the American side agreed to this request of the People's Party.

Gu Weijun studied law in the United States and was very familiar with the American judicial system. The People's Party did not use specific legal provisions as a blueprint, but based it on a "principle." This was obviously a practice not in line with American conventions. The United States could completely use its domestic laws as an excuse to undermine this principle. He expressed to Zhang Yu that doing so was tantamount to being meaningless.

Zhang Yu laughed, "Setting principles is to guard principles. Laws amount to nothing. If laws were sacred and inviolable, then there would be no need to amend laws after they are set. Otherwise, what are the people who amend laws? Gods?"

"Law is about legal principles, about principles..." Gu Weijun said this and suddenly realized that there was no need to say anything more. If basic principles could not be observed, specific legal provisions would really "amount to nothing" as Zhang Yu said. Law is an agreement between people. If this agreement is not taken seriously by both parties at all, legal provisions are completely meaningless.

Moved, shocked, panicked, admiring—various emotions mixed into an indescribable feeling in Gu Weijun's heart. He couldn't help asking Zhang Yu, "For this principle, to what extent can we go?"

A sneer appeared on Zhang Yu's face. Behind this sneer was great determination. He replied, "I can't speak for others, but for me, to destroy this principle, one must first step over my dead body."

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Gu Weijun couldn't help but recite the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence again in his heart, "Mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence."

Gu Weijun actually didn't have much confidence in how determined Zhang Yu was not to interfere in other countries, and he didn't care at all. For China, which had been bullied for more than sixty years, wanting sovereignty and territorial integrity not to be interfered with by other countries, wanting not to be invaded by other countries, and wanting internal affairs not to be interfered with by other countries was not about thinking of methods with all one's might, but about practicing with blood. Just as Zhang Yu said, soldiers must truly step onto the battlefield to defend China's interests.

Recalling his days in Beiyang, when Beiyang faced foreigners, they quoted classics and collected all the "axioms and justice" they could collect, but they couldn't really accomplish anything.

Zhang Yu and the People's Party, who mocked the law, never talked about this. They just went to the battlefield and maintained the principles they insisted on with blood and life. Precisely because of the struggle of such a group of people, Gu Weijun, as an employee of the People's Party, could play various word games with the powers, and could discuss what the meaning of law was with Zhang Yu when reaching an agreement.

Gu Weijun knew that weak countries had no diplomacy. The initial feeling of this pain was inflicted on Gu Weijun by the People's Party. Gu Weijun finally fully understood why Zhang Yu mocked legal provisions. Strong countries were definitely not supported by legal provisions; they were supported precisely by these people who did not believe in legal provisions at all.

"Valiant warriors, the shield and wall of the nation!" Gu Weijun now understood why the Book of Songs praised soldiers so much. At present, when soldiers were almost synonymous with shame, the leadership of the People's Party, which was almost entirely of military origin, allowed the title of soldier to regain true glory.

Gu Weijun couldn't help but repeat, "To persist in the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, we would even go to war with the United States?"

Zhang Yu didn't have the leisure for Gu Weijun's sentimentalism. To this stupid question, Zhang Yu answered simply, "Isn't that nonsense?!"

The news of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the United States on January 1, 1917, shook the world, or more accurately, shook Britain, France, and Japan. Just as the secret negotiations between Chinese and French representatives made the United States feel uneasy, the agreement between China and the United States also made France feel uneasy. As the People's Party expected, the British already knew about the separate agreement between China and France.

The news that France was very likely to get 50,000 Chinese laborers in the near future could only be described as making Britain envious, jealous, and hateful. However, this was a separate agreement between China and France. Since the People's Party did not join the Entente Powers, the People's Party had no obligations to the Entente Powers. Britain couldn't even use the principle of consistency among the powers to demand that the People's Party also provide labor to Britain.

The news of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the United States further stimulated Britain. Although the memorandum signed by the United States and China was a secret treaty, it was not impossible secret intelligence for the British to obtain. If the People's Party really implemented this memorandum, it would be a good thing for the Entente Powers, but not necessarily good news for Britain. This meant that the "international influence" of the American side increased greatly.

Britain could only urge its own minister to reach a diplomatic agreement with China as soon as possible. Only in this way could various demands be formally made to the People's Party.

However, the People's Party did not immediately reach an agreement with Britain. By January 4, 1917, the People's Party government formally established diplomatic relations with France. The two sides reached a secret agreement when establishing diplomatic relations. Once China joined the Entente Powers, France would allow the People's Party army to enter the Northern Vietnam State and Laos, and support the various commercial interests of the People's Party in Indochina. Within one year after the Entente Powers defeated the Central Powers, France would hand over the Northern Vietnam State and Laos to China for "protection."

At the same time, the two sides signed an agreement that the People's Party would provide the first batch of 50,000 laborers to France before February 1917 to work in French farms and factories. Depending on the specific situation, France had the right to continue requesting the People's Party to expand labor. France guaranteed that these laborers would not go to the battlefield but would work in the rear of France. France and the People's Party established a committee to coordinate and supervise the specific implementation process of the agreement.

Leaving Britain aside, the People's Party hooked up with Entente member France and cooperated brazenly with quasi-Entente member the United States. The British Minister found that he completely missed the point. What was the reason that the Chinese refused to reach an agreement with Britain? Finally, the British side found Zhang Yu and asked Zhang Yu to explain the reason for this behavior of the People's Party.

Zhang Yu took out a map, pointed to the border between China and India, and asked, "We don't know what Britain means by separately designating the McMahon Line?"

The British Minister didn't even know about the "McMahon Line." But the British Minister knew very well that Britain had always been infiltrating Tibet. Since the People's Party raised this issue with such a tough attitude, even if the People's Party had not even entered the Tibet region, the British Minister hurriedly wired back to his country. The British Foreign Office went to great lengths to finally figure out the McMahon Line matter. The result was quickly determined. Britain stated that the McMahon Line was cancelled. On the Sino-Indian border issue, Britain would sign an agreement with the People's Party under friendly conditions.

After discussing this issue, the British Minister raised another issue, "I wonder what the People's Party thinks about those applying for asylum in the British Concession?"

Zhang Yu laughed, "If some people claim to be political prisoners and say they are politically persecuted so they run to your Britain, this kind of thing is unclear. Britain can deal with them however it wants. We also don't want to make it so that everyone can't step down. However, if this person is a criminal, we will absolutely not let him go. We hope to reach an agreement on the extradition of criminals with the British side."

The British representative nodded; this request was indeed very reasonable. He continued to ask, "Now someone is requesting the People's Party to release Cai Yuanpei. Requesting our Britain to protect this person..."

Just hearing this, Zhang Yu immediately interrupted the British Minister very rudely, "This person is a criminal, a murderer. We are going to execute him in a few days, so we hope the British side will not plead for a murderer anymore."
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The preparations for the trial and execution in Western Zhejiang were all public. No one dared to utter a word about the execution of Feng Guozhang and other Beiyang figures, let alone plead for mercy. However, after the news that Cai Yuanpei was sentenced to death spread, the literati in China became lively.

Old-school figures of the "Literature and History Institute" like Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi certainly didn't dare to make a sound, and perhaps guys like them were even secretly happy in their hearts.

However, the new-style literati, from the "Education to Save the Nation Faction" represented by Ma Xiangbo in Shanghai, to Chen Duxiu who once rose in rebellion, as well as Li Dazhao's group in Beijing, and Yang Jichang in Hunan, all wrote letters to petition Chen Ke or the People's Party. The most amazing thing was that Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who were still locked in prison, also tried to petition Chen Ke through various channels. Disregarding the reality that they were still prisoners, the two shouted grand words about being willing to die with Mr. Cai.

The People's Party really hadn't expected that killing a counter-revolutionary would cause such a strong reaction from domestic literati. Finally, even Yan Fu had to write a letter to Chen Ke very implicitly, saying: "Recently, people visit every day to plead for Jiemin. I am extremely disturbed by it."

Facing the almost pervasive lobbying, the Politburo, under such immense pressure, had to ask Chen Ke to come out and make a decision. Chen Ke initially thought it was due to ineffective propaganda work, so he asked Zhang Yu, "Have Cai Yuanpei's actions been publicized?"

Zhang Yu also felt quite wronged, "Where do I have time to manage the Propaganda Department recently? But the work has already been assigned. I asked the comrades in the Propaganda Department to investigate, and everything that should be publicized in various places has been publicized. Who knows what these stupid literati are thinking."

Chen Ke knew that Zhang Yu couldn't be lying about such things, and he already had a general idea in his mind. "Are they trying to save a counter-revolutionary, or are they preparing to save a literatus? Has everyone analyzed this question?"

"Save a counter-revolutionary or save a literatus?" The comrades really hadn't considered such a question. The People's Party had always looked down on or even discriminated against old literati; this wasn't even a secret. Although the People's Party was filled with people who had been educated in the old era, these years the comrades had stood together with the people in revolution, talking all the time about the mass line, mobilizing the masses, serving the broad working people, and that labor is the most glorious. No one had time to deal with those idiot literati. Not to mention that in the struggle of local work, fighting against literati who maintained the patriarchal clan system was a constant task.

In such an atmosphere, literati were almost collectively labeled as "untrustworthy and unusable." Coupled with the People's Party's invincibility, the expansion of the base areas led to a geometric explosion of work. The People's Party had even less inclination and energy to pay attention to literati. No one expected that literati across the country would actually try to unite because of Cai Yuanpei's affair.

Lu Huitian looked left and right, seeing the surprised faces of every comrade, he asked, "Is anyone responsible for investigating this matter? Is there no movement from the People's Internal Affairs Committee?"

Ren Qiying, Director of the General Office of the Central Committee, laughed: "Recently, the focus of work has been anti-corruption and anti-sabotage. No one cares about this kind of thing at all. Moreover, these literati haven't really linked up. They sent messages to us through various channels, and then gradually linked up during the process of sending messages. My father is a small scholar, and people from the so-called same sect and school whom he hasn't seen for many years all came to find him. It annoyed him to no end. Presumably, it's the same for everyone here."

Ren Qiying said there was no investigation, but actually, his summary was quite on point. In fact, these central cadres of the People's Party had long thrown Cai Yuanpei to the back of their minds. Having killed hundreds of thousands of counter-revolutionaries, who would care about killing this big counter-revolutionary whose hands were stained with the blood of the people? But everyone didn't expect that guys who hadn't been seen for many years, or even never met, would actually come to plead for Cai Yuanpei through various channels like this. They forced the Central Committee of the People's Party to hold a meeting for this.

Qi Huishen considered his words before saying: "My old man is a businessman, yet he was also instigated by others to get involved in this matter. He's obsessed! I received a letter from Xie Mingxian, the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee. The letter stated that he had already issued orders to the party, government, and military regarding this matter. No one is allowed to communicate with people pleading for Cai Yuanpei. All such people will not be received."

Chen Ke knew very well that Qi Huishen also wanted to protect his old father. Since he couldn't go back to Shanghai to persuade his father, he might as well scold his old father at the meeting first to make some preparations for later. Chen Ke actually appreciated Qi Huishen's cleverness. At least now that the matter had developed to this point, it was not simply a matter of whether to kill Cai Yuanpei or not, but that the People's Party was going to have a struggle with the old gentry. It was really hard to say to what extent such a struggle would develop.

Lu Huitian had always been considered a right-wing force within the party, and he wasn't too tight on the string of struggle. He couldn't help asking: "What exactly do these people want to do?"

Zhang Yu laughed: "What do they want to do? They want to overturn the sky! Now through compulsory education, we are training a brand-new intellectual class in large numbers, and striving to complete literacy for the whole of China, and even making everyone a new type of laborer with culture and knowledge. Those literati see it in their eyes and are naturally anxious in their hearts. When we finish this work, what will they rely on to maintain their status?"

Some comrades couldn't immediately understand these words full of ideological struggle. However, Yuwen Badu, who had a lower education level, immediately echoed Zhang Yu's words. He said with high morale: "These people have been doing worse and worse in recent years, but their stink hasn't changed a bit. After reading a few stinking books, they think they are insufferably arrogant. They can't carry anything on their shoulders or lift anything with their hands, yet they look down on working people and treat themselves as lords. In the early years during the land reform, they sang a different tune from the government. Later, for a while, they tried to sing praises. But at that time we ignored them. In recent years, their resentment has grown bigger and bigger, shouting that our People's Party is deliberately making things difficult for them."

Because of his lower education level, Yuwen Badu was honest and willing to work. Although he couldn't shoulder heavy responsibilities in terms of direction, he worked in important departments in various places. Although there was no place for him in the Standing Committee, he was a veteran among the Politburo members. Now Yuwen Badu served as the Vice Minister of the Organization Department, responsible for grassroots cadre training and the formulation of selection criteria. These words he spoke showed quite a level.

Moreover, Yuwen Badu obviously had great resentment. He continued: "Those literati still like to point fingers and criticize from a high position. Fortunately, since our People's Party was established, we have completely abolished and severely cracked down on aides. All jobs are one person per pit. Meetings before work, summaries after work. Whoever causes trouble will be held accountable. Those literati who entered the People's Party's various systems through exams were mostly expelled very quickly because they looked down on the masses and loved to criticize others openly or secretly. Even those who were not expelled shut their mouths and buried their heads in work. So I think Comrade Zhang Yu is right. These people are not pleading for Cai Yuanpei at all, but want to overturn the sky. Trying to regain this bit of status for scholars."

The comrades were originally confused. Later, Ren Qiying outlined a general situation. Then they were bluffed by Zhang Yu's murderous words. Finally, after listening to Yuwen Badu's angry statement, the whole matter basically had a clue. However, relaxed, seeing Yuwen Badu's anxious look, and at the same time feeling that those literati were too overestimating themselves, many comrades actually laughed out loud.

Yuwen Badu thought the comrades were laughing at him. Although Yuwen Badu could despise those literati, in the Party Central Committee composed of hard-working laborers, he was still one of the comrades with the lowest education. Although Yuwen Badu's cultural level had improved by leaps and bounds over the years, the inferiority complex of low education formed in front of these close comrades could not be eliminated. So after Yuwen Badu misunderstood the comrades, he simply shut his mouth and sulked.

Ren Qiying and Yuwen Badu had been partners for several years and knew Yuwen Badu's temperament and knots well. During the process of Yuwen Badu improving his cultural level, Ren Qiying and his father had made great efforts. So Ren Qiying also laughed and continued: "These literati have been blinded by lard."

As soon as these words came out, the comrades who hadn't laughed originally couldn't help laughing maliciously. Qi Huishen sneered maliciously a few times, "Comrade Badu described it so vividly; it's almost as if I saw it with my own eyes."

Yuwen Badu actually knew his own problem long ago. At this time, he quickly recovered his mood. He said with a cold face: "Now that the grassroots are holding this civil service exam, all kinds of demons and ghosts have come out. If we take their nonsense to heart, we'll die of anger."

The comrades nodded slightly, but their eyes shifted to Chen Ke. If it was just a simple matter of face, the People's Party could ignore it. But once the problem escalated to a counterattack by the literati class, the People's Party could only carry out a large-scale counterattack. Chen Ke was the only one who could issue orders in such a short time.

Chen Ke looked thoughtful. After a good while, he said: "No investigation, no right to speak. We need to investigate first."

"How to investigate? Asking people one by one, when will it end? And asking won't yield any results." Zhang Yu obviously did not support such a gentle method.

Chen Ke smiled and said: "There are many ways to investigate, but we have a huge advantage now. Although it can be said to be extremely arbitrary, no matter what the results of the investigation are, it will not change our attitude towards literati. Since the final stance is determined first, the investigation can be relaxed."

Zhang Yu immediately nodded in agreement. Lu Huitian felt that Chen Ke's attitude was really too tough. He advised: "Meaninglessly stimulating contradictions does not help solve any problems."

"Comrade Lu Huitian, what is the essence of our People's Party?" Chen Ke asked.

"The vanguard of the proletarian laborers." Lu Huitian could naturally answer this immediately.

Chen Ke nodded heavily, and his tone became quite harsh, "How could the proletarian laborers support letting Cai Yuanpei go? Not to mention what excuse these people use. They think Cai Yuanpei is a scholar and literatus who has made contributions. If this is the stance, I'm afraid the laborers may not support letting Cai Yuanpei go either. The literati class is trying to regain the dominance of Chinese society. As long as our People's Party is still here, this is their eternal dream!"

"But forcibly intensifying such contradictions..." Lu Huitian was still quite worried about this.

Chen Ke sneered: "If they are not afraid of death, they can go to Duan Qirui. As the successor of Beiyang, Duan Qirui should welcome these literati very much. If they are afraid of death, they can go to Wang Youhong. As long as they are in our liberated areas, they have to face this reality! In the ranks of the ruling class composed of working people, there is no place for literati."

"Right! There is no place for literati in the new ruling class!" Yuwen Badu loudly agreed. He had actually wanted to fiercely criticize and belittle those literati for a long time, but he could never find suitable words. Listening to Chen Ke's words, Yuwen Badu felt that all the emotions in his chest were completely expressed, and he couldn't help applauding repeatedly.

Zhang Yu didn't want Lu Huitian to chatter about some rightist words anymore. He asked: "Then what kind of investigation method?"

"Find a few comrades to engage in a war of words with them." Chen Ke said without hesitation, "Those literati currently have some newspapers, and we also have newspapers. Regarding what has happened recently, we will seek truth from facts and introduce it clearly in large articles. Presumably, those literati will definitely counterattack. Wouldn't the investigation be clear then?"

After speaking, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, "It can't be said that these literati didn't help Cai Yuanpei. If we do this, Cai Yuanpei can still live for a few more days."

"Calling it a war of words, we can't really curse people." Although Zhang Yu was the Minister of Propaganda, since Chen Ke intervened, he had to ask.

"Simple. Tell those literati that everyone in this world is equal, and no one is more equal than others." Chen Ke's words were full of malice.

Most of the people in the People's Party were scholars. Hearing these acerbic words that only literati could say, everyone couldn't help laughing out loud together. Although Yuwen Badu never considered himself a literatus, he had rich work experience. He knew even better how these words could sting the "self-esteem" of those literati.

"In Hebei, in the Southeast, in Wuhan, in Shanghai, find a few comrades to write articles. Then wait for those literati to counterattack. I always believe that the eyes of the people are sharp. Unless they are guys who think they can jump into the literati class, no one will support the literati class regaining a high position. In addition, this is also a good opportunity, and our internal rectification also has a direction. Apart from counterattacking the literati class, we ourselves must distinguish having culture and knowledge completely from literati. Learning culture and knowledge is for better labor, not to obtain privileged status." Chen Ke quickly arranged the work.

After listening, Yuwen Badu couldn't help praising: "Chairman Chen, your judgment is really good! How did you come up with it?"

Chen Ke laughed: "I didn't come up with this. When I was studying, I was also the kind of bastard who thought that reading books meant I should be above others. So there's no need to think, I practiced it myself."

Hearing Chen Ke's "joke," the comrades in the Central Committee almost all laughed loudly. But Zhang Yu, Lu Huitian, Qi Huishen, and Ren Qiying did not laugh. They all believed that Chen Ke's words were definitely not a joke.

When the comrades finished laughing, Chen Ke said: "There must be a comrade in charge of this matter. I suggest Comrade Yuwen Badu be responsible for this."

Yuwen Badu didn't expect Chen Ke to arrange it this way. He hurriedly said: "I don't know how to write articles. I can't do this kind of thing well."

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, you didn't think it through. Right now, it's precisely not requiring you to write articles; what is needed now is for you to be able to stabilize your stance. Struggle with those literati from the stance of a laborer. Moreover, what we have to do is not to persuade or ridicule literati, but to win over the masses and laborers. Now everyone in the Central Committee has read books and can write articles. But they may not necessarily be able to speak into the hearts of the masses. In this point, none of us are as good as you. You just hold onto the things the masses care about, write out the masses' concerns, and write out how those scholars bluff the masses. You definitely know these best." Chen Ke said.

If Chen Ke hadn't said so, Yuwen Badu would have feared that these words were a kind of mockery. But Chen Ke never mocked comrades, so Yuwen Badu finally had a little confidence.

And Chen Ke continued: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, among those in our party who can truly hold a tolerant attitude towards the masses, you should be the most tolerant. We really are not as good as you in this point; we have to learn from you."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yuwen Badu felt his eyes heat up for some reason. He hurriedly wiped his eyes and recovered his emotions. "I will work hard to... finish this job."

"There are comrades in various places to write specific articles; you just need to handle the gatekeeping. In addition, if Comrade Ren Qiying has time, come and help Comrade Yuwen Badu. You have been partners for so long, you should be able to cooperate well. Also, Comrade Ren Qiying, let me instigate you a bit; those literati look down on women." Chen Ke smiled after finishing. Other comrades also laughed together.
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Chapter 190 Butterfly's Wings (7)

Hangzhou, Zhejiang. Zhou Shuren sat at his desk, fishing out a cigarette and matches. Since defecting to the People's Party, Zhou Shuren found that although his salary had not increased but decreased, the prices within the People's Party's liberated areas were far lower than in other regions. In terms of pure purchasing power, his wages had actually increased a bit. Zhou Shuren had no hobbies; the only thing that could be called a pastime was cigarettes, which he could now smoke freely every day with his current wages.

Lighting a cigarette, Zhou Shuren looked at the outline of "A Brief History of Chinese Fiction" he was writing. Literature had been Zhou Shuren's strong suit since childhood. Although he took up medicine because of his father, for livelihood, and with the feeling of "curing the bodies of Chinese people," Zhou Shuren understood that what he truly loved was literature.

Because of the People's Party, Zhou Shuren turned around and finally returned to the path of literature. Plus, after writing the articles commissioned by Chen Ke, Zhou Shuren re-read "The Three Heroes and Five Gallants" and other novels, and couldn't help but start writing this research paper. However, official work seemed to have no pause. Now, in order to deal with the literati, one of the People's Party's "war of words" contestants was Zhou Shuren.

He had just finished writing the evaluation of "Romance of the Three Kingdoms" on the manuscript: "Trying to show Liu Bei's generosity makes him seem fake; describing Zhuge Liang's wisdom makes him seem like a demon." Zhou Shuren smoked slowly, and finally couldn't help picking up his pen and adding the two characters "Chen Ke" above "Zhuge."

Chen Ke's acerbity towards literati absolutely could not be described as "generous," but his wit in adapting to circumstances and striving to dominate the situation was quite like Zhuge Liang. Moreover, in terms of winning over the masses, Chen Ke could be considered to be adapting to the times. As long as there was an opportunity to contact the masses, Chen Ke would not let it go easily.

Zhou Shuren didn't understand the army. Since joining the People's Party, he couldn't fully understand why the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was invincible. However, in political propaganda, Zhou Shuren did feel the fundamental difference between the People's Party and other forces. Other forces thought they were superior to the people, but the People's Party truly stood with the people. Who wins and who loses need not be discussed; Zhou Shuren was just worried about the future of the literati.

Those attempting to rescue Cai Yuanpei this time were spread almost all over the country, but ironically, few people in Jiangsu and Zhejiang dared to make a sound. Even so, recently some people had come to Zhou Shuren to intercede, hoping that Zhou Shuren could "give Mr. Cai a hand." The reason was simple: "After all, Mr. Cai didn't kill anyone with his own hands" or "Mr. Cai was just deceived by others."

In a nutshell, it was "Stealing books can't be counted as stealing... Stealing books! ... Can a scholar's affair be counted as stealing?"

The People's Party's struggle strategy seemed complex, but it was simple to describe: "A thief is a thief; a scholar stealing things is also a thief. If there are scholars who think they are not thieves even if they steal, then these scholars are just thieves who haven't had time to steal yet."

Zhou Shuren certainly knew the reasons why scholars were dissatisfied with the People's Party, and could also guess the reaction of scholars after seeing the People's Party's contemptuous evaluation of them. They would definitely fly into a rage and rise up to counterattack. What the People's Party was waiting for was this reaction from the scholars.

Zhou Shuren's eyebrows were tightly knit together. He himself was a scholar who mocked scholars. Essentially, Zhou Shuren still hoped to leave some dignity for scholars. But now these scholars had brought themselves to a state of disgrace, so they really couldn't blame the People's Party for being ruthless.

But is it really good to do this? Zhou Shuren was very skeptical.

In Chinese history, scholars were the backbone of China, no matter how many scums appeared. There were always those who showed their ambition by death and sacrificed themselves for the law. Even Chen Ke had evaluated, "On the brink of the destruction of Chinese civilization several times, how many literati advanced wave upon wave to fight to preserve Chinese culture. Without them, there would be no continuation of Chinese culture." Zhou Shuren agreed deeply with this evaluation. However, if the storm destroying traditional scholars came from China itself, Zhou Shuren was not sure who could persist to the end this time. Because the comrades chosen by the People's Party were the working people.

Lighting another cigarette for himself, Zhou Shuren simply stood up and walked to the window of the study. It would be the Spring Festival soon, and even in the courtyard in Jiangnan, there was no abundant vitality. Such a courtyard fit Zhou Shuren's mood at this moment quite well.

In Chinese tradition, literati were a class. Whether in the temples or among the people, the gentry firmly held the lifeline of this country. Any dynasty had to rely on the gentry class to implement control. But in the current "great changes unseen in three thousand years," a political force attempting to end this system seemed to have really appeared.

The People's Party chose the masses who did not master knowledge as their allies and comrades-in-arms. The leadership of the People's Party might have come from the literati class, but without exception, they all betrayed the literati class. Zhou Shuren saw clearly that the People's Party educated the people and cultivated the people according to its own political philosophy. At the same time, it firmly regarded the literati class as an object that must be eradicated.

Although the literati class might not be able to understand the attitude of the People's Party, they intuitively felt the changes of the times. Under the rule of the People's Party, the literati class faced the fate of rapid marginalization. If it weren't for the People's Party being in power, one wouldn't even need to imagine how a new dynasty established at this time would "treat worthy men with courtesy"—just take the recently fallen Beiyang government as an example. The Beiyang government respected literati very much. Zhang Taiyan, who came from the Guangfu Society, often cursed Yuan Shikai in Beijing and fiercely criticized many of Yuan Shikai's policies. This "scholar's demeanor" of "not fearing power" was highly esteemed by literati. Literati, after all, were teachers of emperors! Entering the court as ministers, going out as generals. Even if they couldn't leap over the dragon gate and succeed in the imperial examinations, they had to be able to speak up locally and lead the ethos of a region.

Some time ago, at Chen Ke's request, Zhou Shuren read the History of Song in order to write an article. He yearned for the past when "the Emperor ruled the world together with the scholar-officials." And Zhou Shuren knew very well that even in the Qing Dynasty where literati were treated as slaves, the status of slaves was at least above the slaves that were the people. Before Chen Ke led the People's Party to respond to the calls of the people struggling in the status of slaves, literati took it for granted that they were nobler than the people. This was also the reason why so many people pleaded for Cai Yuanpei.

The people Cai Yuanpei personally designated to be killed were all those who tried to betray the gentry class and stand on the side of the people. Just for this point, in the eyes of literati, Cai Yuanpei's crime did not deserve death. This was not only the literati's support for Cai Yuanpei but also the literati's intentional or unintentional resistance to the People's Party. If Cai Yuanpei could be saved, or at least Cai Yuanpei's "good reputation" could be preserved, the literati would have won a victory against the People's Party.

Chen Ke undoubtedly saw through the literati's tricks and decided to counterattack unceremoniously. Zhou Shuren was thus pushed to the front line of the battle.

Sighing again, Zhou Shuren returned to his seat and sat down. Various thoughts cluttered his mind. He wrote casually on the paper. After writing for a while, Zhou Shuren put down his pen, read what he had just scribbled, and then saw a paragraph he wrote, "Those who were once rich want to return to the ancient ways; those who are currently rich want to maintain the status quo; those who have never been rich want reform. It is generally like this. Generally! What they call returning to the ancient ways is returning to some years ago that they remember, not to the times of Yu, Xia, Shang, and Zhou."

"Hmph! Heh heh! Haha!" Zhou Shuren couldn't help laughing out loud. Zhou Shuren wasn't sure if this was self-mockery or for some other reason. But Zhou Shuren knew very clearly that no matter what, he couldn't stand on the side of the literati this time.

Having stayed in the People's Party's liberated area for so long, Zhou Shuren saw that the People's Party dedicated all the fruits of the revolution to the working masses. To the literati, the People's Party was extremely stingy. Seeing that they didn't share the dividends of the revolution, the literati were naturally extremely dissatisfied. It was just that these literati didn't have the backbone to pick up weapons and fight the People's Party, so almost the entire literati class tried to "rescue" Cai Yuanpei, who had once risen to fight. This was also the logic literati should have.

Pondering for a long time, Zhou Shuren finally picked up the pen again.

A few days later, Yuwen Badu found Chen Ke with a manuscript in a rage. Chen Ke unfolded it and saw a paragraph heavily marked with a red pen, "Revolution, counter-revolution, non-revolution. The revolutionary are killed by the counter-revolutionary. The counter-revolutionary are killed by the revolutionary. The non-revolutionary are sometimes taken for revolutionaries and killed by counter-revolutionaries, sometimes taken for counter-revolutionaries and killed by revolutionaries, or sometimes taken for nothing and killed by revolutionaries or counter-revolutionaries. Revolution, re-revolution, re-re-revolution, re-re..."

Ignoring Yuwen Badu's angry face, Chen Ke was amused by this paragraph full of Lu Xun's style and laughed loudly.

"Chairman Chen, you can still laugh?" Yuwen Badu said angrily.

Chen Ke managed to stop smiling and said in a barely normal tone, "Why can't I laugh? Comrade Zhou Shuren described it very vividly. Isn't this the status quo in Western Zhejiang?"

Seeing that Chen Ke didn't set his stance correctly, Yuwen Badu became even more unhappy. He pointed to a paragraph and read: "'The non-revolutionary are sometimes taken for revolutionaries and killed by counter-revolutionaries, sometimes taken for counter-revolutionaries and killed by revolutionaries.' When did we ever kill the non-revolutionary?"

"If Comrade Li Shouxian hadn't stopped it, I'm afraid this would have happened. If you say that no one in Western Zhejiang really suffered innocently, I don't believe it. Every temple has ghosts who died unjustly." Chen Ke still answered with a "not set correctly" stance.

"If you say so, then there are no good people in Hongdong County!" Yuwen Badu firmly disagreed with Chen Ke's view.

Chen Ke asked Yuwen Badu to sit down and poured him a cup of tea before continuing: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, you clearly haven't figured out what kind of stuff those literati are. You think the article written by Comrade Zhou Shuren is nitpicking, right?"

"That's right." Yuwen Badu said angrily.

Chen Ke said pleasantly: "Comrade Badu, if the literati really just found the problems we made, I would really think they have improved. The problem is that literati are dogs that can't stop eating shit. If I guessed correctly, they want to overthrow our People's Party. You think Comrade Zhou Shuren's article is disrespectful to our People's Party. In the eyes of literati, Zhou Shuren is clearly betraying the literati group, which is treason and heresy. He must be fiercely criticized. The literati's thoughts are different from yours, so don't worry about it so much. Just wait and see what the literati group says."

Since Chen Ke said so, Yuwen Badu accepted it angrily for the time being, but judging by his appearance, he would just refrain from actively looking for trouble with Zhou Shuren.

Chen Ke didn't want Yuwen Badu to make a wasted trip, so he said: "Comrade Badu, how many people in Anhui do you think are willing to go to France?"

"Uh?" Yuwen Badu was stunned. After thinking for a while, he said, "It depends on how much money is given. If they can't make money, don't expect many people. We have invested so much in water conservancy these years. Although disasters still happen often, life is infinitely better than before. Counting on the scale of fleeing famine is definitely not feasible."

Seeing Chen Ke falling into consideration, Yuwen Badu added: "Chairman Chen, I'm not saying Anhui people are bad, but those who are willing to work definitely don't want to leave home. Sending people to farms and factories in France, I think it's better to find those who are steadfast and willing to work."

Chen Ke shook his head, "Your idea is wrong. We are sending laborers to work on French farms, not completing a task where doing a passable job is enough. The main thing is that you have to get more worker cadres to go to factories. The opportunity to intern in France is not easy to find. Let's not say learning everything from France, but at least we should learn the work we participate in, right? And to say something that is hard to judge, France lacks people. If our workers do well, maybe they can work in France for a few more years and learn for a few more years. Isn't this saving money and time compared to our own R&D in the base area?"

"If it's really that good, then it's not bad. But what if they refuse to come back?" Yuwen Badu asked.

"So I ask you to select personnel as carefully as possible. If they really refuse to come back, then let them be. But of course, we hope that the more who can come back, the better. This requires organization," Chen Ke said.

Yuwen Badu nodded repeatedly, "I will definitely strictly grasp the organization."

Chen Ke quickly said: "But, but! Comrade Badu, you can't make it a blatant and fanfare organization. If there are really those who refuse to come back, what do you think they will do to stay in France?"

"If they don't want to come back, they just won't come back? what else can they do?" Yuwen Badu said.

"They will sell out our organization to the French." Chen Ke replied. Chen Ke never had any illusions about human nature; humans are extremely weak under temptation. Historically, the Bai Xin couple had also been to France for work-study, and as a result, they fell in love with the French environment. After returning to China, facing the oppression of the White Terror, the Bai Xin couple simply became traitors, causing great losses to the revolution. Peng Pai was arrested and sacrificed because of Bai Xin's betrayal. And the price Bai Xin and his wife demanded for betraying their comrades was just two boat tickets back to France.

Given the French attitude, the number of Chinese laborers provided by China to France this time might reach as many as 500,000. There must be some people who may not want to return to China. So managing too strictly might actually cause problems.

Yuwen Badu said unhappily: "Chairman Chen, why do you take such care of those wavering elements?"

"Wavering elements are more likely to spoil things than to accomplish them. But where do we have hundreds of thousands of steadfast comrades to send to France? If we had so many comrades, we would go to liberate the whole country!" Chen Ke also complained. He chose more flexible measures also limited by the actual situation, not because he genuinely wanted to be harsh on steadfast comrades.

After discussing for a long time, finally Yuwen Badu thought that core members could be dispatched at a ratio of 2%, and other Chinese laborers would be tilted towards the management method of heavy industry factories.

After confirming these, Yuwen Badu bid farewell and went back to work. Chen Ke continued to complete the pile of paperwork in his office.

January 23, 1917, was the Spring Festival. After the Spring Festival, even before the Lantern Festival, newspapers participated by literati in various places began to publish articles, launching fierce attacks against the article published by the People's Party before the Spring Festival as the introduction to the "war of words."

While the People's Party quickly completed its external work, it also began to face the challenge of domestic literati.
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Chapter 191 Butterfly's Wings (8)

"By sneaking off to Shanghai this time, I can finally get rid of those literati who came to me to plead for mercy." At the working meeting of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, Kong Zhang said cheerfully. There were many busybodies by nature, and the People's Party's education emphasized this very much. Plus, in this era where conservatism was still overwhelmingly dominant, the curiosity of the comrades was not enough to make them look for trouble.

"Electric Tyrant Kong, you are going to Shanghai. Do you have anything to say before you leave?" You Gou said to Kong Zhang with a grin.

"Why do you sound like I'm going to the execution ground?" Kong Zhang retorted, but his face was blooming with a smile. Kong Zhang liked listening to storytelling about the Sui and Tang dynasties, so he liked his nickname "Electric Tyrant Kong" very much. Firstly, this nickname reminded him of Li Yuanba, the number one hero of the Sui and Tang dynasties. Secondly, the story of Li Yuanba being struck dead by lightning after throwing a hammer at the sky gave Kong Zhang, who worked in the electric power industry, a special sense of superiority. After all, before joining the revolution, Kong Zhang's nickname in Xuzhou was "Struck by Lightning."

You Gou didn't intend to joke too much. She asked Kong Zhang, "Have you chosen your successor?"

Kong Zhang replied, "Comrade Hei Guofei should be able to take over the work in Wuhan, but personnel issues have to be decided by the Party Committee. My personal recommendation is useless."

After speaking, Kong Zhang couldn't help asking, "Comrade You Gou, I heard you are getting married?"

You Gou blushed, "We are talking about work. What does this have to do with work?"

"Your family is from Shanghai, and Political Commissar He's family is also from Shanghai. And you have to go to Shanghai anyway, so why not go to Shanghai with me and handle public and private affairs together? With the support of you two, won't it be glorious and decent for me?" Kong Zhang said with a grin.

Although Kong Zhang was humorous by nature and liked to joke, he was by no means a frivolous person. The reason he mentioned going to Shanghai was that the People's Party really wanted to do a big job in Shanghai recently. The city of Shanghai already had infrastructure levels exceeding most base area towns, but viewed as an industrial center, that infrastructure was far from enough. Sending Minister of Electric Power Kong Zhang to Shanghai to preside over the work proved the attitude of the People's Party. And the National Defense Science and Technology Commission also had to invest great strength in Shanghai. Other industrial enterprises could be built in other areas of the liberated areas, but shipyards could not. The shipyards in Wuhan were designed for building inland river and coastal vessels. The construction of the four 10,000-ton ships proposed by the US side must use the docks of the Jiangnan Shipyard in Shanghai.

As the boss of the People's Party's industrial department and a native of Shanghai, today, ten years after not returning to her hometown, You Gou had to go to Shanghai personally for on-site inspection.

Mentioning work, the relaxed mood originally from talking about marriage disappeared completely. You Gou's purpose in joining the revolution ten years ago had nothing to do with overthrowing the Manchu Qing. She hoped to be able to display her strengths and become a useful talent. Revolution was a learning process, and You Gou also learned modern Chinese history. During the First Opium War, Britain cut off China's grain transport, forcing the Manchu Qing to surrender. The high-level officials in the People's Party knew that the next war with Japan was only a matter of time. Before the war started, the possibility of important coastal cities being bombarded by Japan must be considered. It would be too uneconomical for huge investments made with hard work to be destroyed by a few shells.

So the investment in Shanghai this time was by no means simply considering construction issues. If it were just to build a few power plants and waterworks, and lay some pipelines, let alone mobilizing a cadre of You Gou's level, even Minister of Electric Power Kong Zhang couldn't possibly leave his work in Wuhan to go to Shanghai for long-term work.

Reclaiming sovereignty and abolishing concessions were the wishes of many aspiring Chinese youths, but after reclaiming sovereignty, one must defend sovereignty. When You Gou chatted with He Zudao, they talked about this matter. Both felt that in this rapidly changing world where the weak are prey to the strong, one must be strong enough to defend the country's interests.

Kong Zhang certainly knew what You Gou was thinking, which was why he dared to suggest that He Zudao go to Shanghai together. As China's most important gateway, Shanghai indeed needed strong construction and defense. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission operated on a model integrating military and administration, and power plants were key units under military control. Kong Zhang had personally held a steel gun to patrol and stand guard not just a few dozen times over these years.

Among the people attending the meeting, the one who truly experienced enemy attacks from the sea was Qin Tongren. His attitude towards building Shanghai was the most conservative. The naval power of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was too weak, and building a navy would not be effective in just a few years. Trying to resist Japan's attacks from the sea by means of fleet warfare was impossible with the People's Party's current assets. So Qin Tongren said, "Judging from the experience in Wuhan, urban construction needs overall planning. Including preparations during wartime, everything must be planned first. I would suggest designing Shanghai's industries in a deep layout."

Hearing this, You Gou immediately got excited, "Urban planning? That still has to be done by Chairman Chen. Not only can we not plan it, but the cost issue is really too difficult to calculate. Wuhan's sewage is discharged directly into the Yangtze River. Look at what the Yangtze River has become. The location for the sewage treatment plant has been reserved, and construction has started. But this also involves a technical problem of using bacteria to decompose filth. We started researching bacteria six or seven years ago, and there are still no fully feasible results. Even if domestic sewage can barely be discharged into the Yangtze River after purification, what about industrial sewage? The stuff in there is even harder to deal with."

Many times, the more knowledge one has, and the wider the coverage of the content considered overall, the more headache the whole problem becomes. Urban construction must take all aspects of the entire city into consideration in advance. Fortunately, Chen Ke was knowledgeable, and Chinese was an extremely scientific system. Many times, even if he didn't know the specific operation, just hearing the term, he could roughly guess the technology and method adopted for the operation.

For Chen Ke, this was the accumulation of countless readings. For the comrades in actual work, it was a process of practice and exploration on an unprecedented scale. Mentioning work, You Gou, who had undergone countless tempering, would become inexplicably excited. Only this time, the direction of You Gou's feelings was somewhat different. She said, "I now feel that peace is a good thing. If there can be peace, we can boldly engage in construction. We don't have to waste so much thought in Shanghai."

"That is peace as you understand it." As a male, Kong Zhang's view of the world was quite different from You Gou's. "If we can defend China's peace, why should we care about what happens to other countries? If they are in chaos, we can watch more jokes."

"I am against wars of aggression." Qin Tongren had participated in wars after all. If he could retaliate against foreign aggressors, Qin Tongren would certainly be happy. But the feelings left by war for Qin Tongren were strong, so he hoped to avoid war more.

Kong Zhang didn't come to argue with his immediate superior about the future route of China. He changed the topic, "If we want to avoid war, we can only rely on offensive power. Currently, the biggest threat to defending Shanghai is the foreigners' fleets. If we can manufacture a large number of offensive weapons in a short time, such as vessels capable of launching torpedoes, it will still be enough to be effective."

It wasn't that Qin Tongren hadn't considered these plans. He replied, "Torpedo boats will be hit by the secondary guns of enemy warships. If we use mine attacks, it will affect Shanghai's normal shipping. As for submarine technology, our current accumulation is not yet mature. Let alone airplanes. Torpedo bombers, the name sounds grand, but current planes can't fly themselves if they carry a torpedo..."

The categories under the National Defense Science and Technology Commission were quite complete, including the national laboratory system, and the "brands" for various basic research were also complete. It was just that complete "brands" did not mean being able to produce results. The foundation of the scientific system was not those equations, but a large number of experiments, the summary of the experimental process, and the analysis and summary of the data after the experiment ended. Even in the 21st century where Chen Ke was from, technical personnel had to go through such a learning and practical process. Not to mention the People's Party, which had just started to truly build a scientific research system.

Seeing Qin Tongren chattering endlessly, Zhang Yu couldn't help interrupting him, "Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized not to count on any decisive weapon. Counting on winning by surprise is called writing, directing, and acting by oneself. I am very clear about this. But I always think that to protect oneself, one must first have the ability to attack. If one weapon doesn't work, then build a few more types. Sometimes it is more important to make the enemy feel worried, rather than manufacturing some weapons that have reached a perfect state."

Seeing that everyone was getting heated, You Gou laughed, "It seems that defending Shanghai doesn't require on-site investigation. We can probably solve the problem by holding a meeting here. Isn't that right, everyone?"

Such a calm statement dispelled the hostile emotions between Qin Tongren and Kong Zhang. Both actually knew that nothing could be debated out by debating alone. With You Gou smoothing things over, the two took the opportunity to stop the argument.

On February 10, 1917, the joint team of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission arrived in Shanghai. At this time, Shanghai was completely controlled by the People's Party. The first phase of work was led by Lin Shenhe, a former Shanghai patrolman.

Having had the experience of governing Wuhan, Lin Shenhe knew very well how arduous his work in Shanghai was. The work of the first phase was to completely destroy the old system while establishing a new one. The foundation of destroying the old system was to solve the land and employment problems.

In the past few months, the People's Party had reached agreements with Britain, France, and the United States, the most important of which was reclaiming the concession land. As for Japan, Germany, and Austria, the People's Party simply ignored the existence of these countries. There were many common people begging for food in Shanghai. To unite the masses, one must first find a way for the masses to eat. Lin Shenhe recruited a large number of laborers and took these laborers to start demolishing the concessions.

As a former patrolman of the concession police station, Lin Shenhe knew the concessions like the back of his hand. After reaching a consensus on land replacement with Britain, France, and the United States, Lin Shenhe started to act without even much discussion. The first to bear the brunt was the Japanese settlement. Lin Shenhe sent someone to tell the Minister of the Japanese Legation that the People's Party had taken back all the land. The Japanese side must move quickly within the deadline. Adhering to their consistent style of bullying the soft and fearing the hard, the Japanese, from officials to private individuals, indeed moved out completely within the deadline. Seeing that the Japanese moved honestly, the residents in the concession also honestly signed the demolition agreement. Lin Shenhe immediately invested the large amount of manpower in his hands to raze the Japanese settlement to the ground.

Then it was the turn of the areas around Shikumen and Xujiahui. Chen Ke told Lin Shenhe that any area with a church must be resolved first, and the church must be completely destroyed. If missionaries applied for new missionary sites, arrange them temporarily in the garbage dump. Anyone who believed in foreign religions could be treated as a pariah in policy. This was not Chen Ke's personal attitude alone. The only thing that made the comrades of the Party Central Committee deprive someone of equal status based on their belief was believing in foreign religions.

Although Lin Shenhe's wife was a quite devout Catholic, Lin Shenhe himself did not have the slightest dissatisfaction or unease with the Central Committee's attitude. He even executed this policy with joy in his heart.

After destruction came construction. Following the residential community model experimented with in Wuhan, the People's Party began to build a large number of four-story residential communities in the destroyed concession areas.

Shanghai had many people and little land, and there was the so-called Lilong culture. Chen Ke didn't care at all that he might be labeled as the destroyer of Lilong culture. As for Lin Shenhe, he didn't even have the concept of Lilong culture. According to calculations, the new residential communities could accommodate more than twice the previous population. Who should this extra housing be provided to? When the joint team of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission arrived in Shanghai, the Party Committee meeting of the Shanghai Management Committee was discussing this issue.

You Gou heard about this matter. She didn't care if people said she "started bossing people around as soon as she got off the bus." Without avoiding suspicion, You Gou spoke impatiently, "You can ask first, are these people working in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau willing to exchange their current residences for these communities?"

"Do those people in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau own their own houses?" Lin Shenhe was not afraid of You Gou and asked.

"Only with a stable home can one work happily. I have been in Shanghai for so many years, and I have never seen the homes of ordinary workers in the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau being bigger and better than the houses in our communities." You Gou used her intelligence advantage as a Shanghai local.

"What if they refuse to exchange?" Lin Shenhe asked.

You Gou laughed, "If they refuse to exchange, fire them. And with Comrade Lin Shenhe playing the bad guy, I have confidence in you."

Lin Shenhe was not angry about this at all. You Gou meant she was willing to take responsibility. With the National Defense Science and Technology Commission taking responsibility, what did Lin Shenhe have to fear?

Demolition was a tedious and long task. After giving an emergency suggestion, You Gou left the remaining work to Lin Shenhe to handle. Entrenched in the safety zone centered on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, the National Defense Science and Technology Commission set up its stall and began its work.

The first thing You Gou did after settling the basic work was to take He Zudao to visit her parents. After He Zudao's brother, whom he depended on, died of illness a few years ago, he had no immediate family members at home. So He Zudao asked Yan Fu to act as his parent.

Yan Fu was of course a highly respected big shot, but He Zudao still felt some regret in his heart. He had always regarded Chen Ke as an elder brother and teacher. If Chen Ke acted as He Zudao's parent, He Zudao would truly feel satisfied.

You Gou's family could be considered truly rich in Shanghai, but compared to He Zudao or Yan Fu, they were at most ant-level existences. You Gou, the "prodigal daughter" of the family, had been away for ten years. At first, she became a member of a famous rebel gang. The You family did business, so they naturally understood the importance of intelligence. After learning this news, the You family once felt very terrified and tried hard to bring You Gou home. As time went by, You Gou gradually changed from a "rebel" to a "capable general of a separatist force," and recently became a dignified founding father. This roller-coaster-like experience made the You family somewhat at a loss.

No matter how You Gou's identity changed, their daughter was still their daughter after all. Upon seeing her daughter, the old lady immediately hugged her with tears in her eyes. After seeing his daughter, the old man first felt joy, then anger surged up, and he almost wanted to rush up and slap his daughter twice. But looking at the fierce and ferocious guard behind his daughter, the master finally held back the impulse.

After taking their seats, the old man let Yan Fu take the seat of honor. After Yan Fu sat down, he said, "Brother You, I am just attending on behalf of someone today. The one who should be sitting here is our Party Chairman Chen Ke. But he is really too busy with work to come in person, so he wrote a letter asking me to propose marriage."

Master You certainly knew who Chen Ke was now; he was an existence equivalent to an emperor. His daughter had followed Chen Ke for more than ten years, and this could be considered a fruitful result. Seeing Yan Fu stand up and hand a letter to him, Master You's hands were trembling so much he couldn't open the letter. Because of excessive excitement, he didn't know what to say, just repeating like a broken gramophone: "I don't deserve this! I don't deserve this!"

The excitement in He Zudao's heart at this time was no less than that of Master You. Apart from encouraging He Zudao to confess to You Gou quickly, Chen Ke had made no other indication on this matter. He Zudao certainly knew that Chen Ke couldn't get away to come to Shanghai no matter what. He had thought about holding a wedding banquet when returning to Wuhan, and drinking a few more cups with Chen Ke then. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke had long arranged for He Zudao's marriage.

He Zudao couldn't help grinning and wanting to laugh. For some reason, his nose soured and tears flowed out. Just as he wanted to wipe his tears with the back of his hand, he saw a handkerchief already handed to him. Turning his head, he saw it was You Gou, looking at He Zudao with an extremely rare soft smile. He Zudao took the handkerchief and wiped his eyes, feeling greatly satisfied in his heart. Even if he died now, he would have no regrets.

For the You family, He Zudao's marriage was considered "well-matched." This threshold certainly did not refer to the You family's status, but You Gou's status. For You Gou, this was just a private matter, and compared to the work she shouldered, it was even a trivial matter.

Destruction also required methods. Even before Lin Shenhe wantonly destroyed the old buildings in Shanghai, he asked the Public Concession Committee to hand over all maps and measurement data. The engineering corps of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also nervously started survey work. In the plan of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, Wuhan was naturally already an industrial center. Shanghai would be another important industrial center.
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Chapter 192 Butterfly's Wings (9)

Ma Xiangbo, Principal and Director of Fudan Public School, was almost 77 years old on February 15, 1917. He stood stubbornly at the gate of the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau, leaning on his cane and staring into the sea breeze. Whenever anyone came to persuade Ma Xiangbo to rest nearby first, Ma Xiangbo only demanded that Yan Fu come to see him personally. The staff also felt very troubled; a 77-year-old man, almost 80 by traditional reckoning. Who dared to forcibly move such a highly respected old man? If the old man fell to the ground, who could explain it clearly?

Yan Fu had been hiding in the military-controlled Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau for more than a month, afraid to go out. After talking with Mr. Ma Xiangbo a few times, Yan Fu didn't even dare to attend Ma Xiangbo's banquets. Being blocked at the door by Ma Xiangbo for more than an hour, the staff kept sending messages to Yan Fu. Yan Fu could only obediently come out and invite Ma Xiangbo into the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau to talk.

"Jidao, I have set a bad precedent this time, and I am very uneasy in my heart." Mr. Ma Xiangbo apologized to Yan Fu first.

Ma Xiangbo was Cai Yuanpei's teacher. What was there to say about a teacher stepping forward for his disciple? Yan Fu laughed: "Mr. Xiangbo, if you have anything to say, you might as well say it all at once. But my attitude has long been determined. Whatever the court rules, that is how it will be executed."

"Jidao, I still want to ask you to intercede with Wenqing about this matter. Jiemin did order the killing of many people, but after all, he didn't kill anyone with his own hands. Even if he is sentenced to life imprisonment, what harm is there? Wang Shizhen of Beiyang fought so many battles with you, yet didn't you release him? Why be so harsh on Jiemin?" Ma Xiangbo said.

Yan Fu was afraid to see these literati because he feared this kind of entanglement. Wang Shizhen did create a huge blood debt in Shandong, but that was a political measure of the Manchu Qing group. Wang Shizhen did not create bloody cases for personal purposes to claim credit and rewards. Although the facts were cruel, the cruelty of the implementation lay in the fact that Wang Shizhen was a member of the Manchu Qing ruling class, so he naturally had to maintain the interests of the Manchu Qing ruling group. This was a problem of the political group, not Wang Shizhen's personal problem. Facing direct challenges, Wang Shizhen made his own judgment and decision. If responsibility were to be pursued on the charge of being accomplices, every member of the Manchu Qing group deserved to die, and every one of them deserved to be killed. By the same logic, in the April 12 Counter-Revolutionary Massacre, all participants from Beiyang and the Guangfu Society should also be executed.

Raising the point that those who did not kill with their own hands should not be executed, Yan Fu was not sure whether Ma Xiangbo did it intentionally or unintentionally. But he was very clear about one thing: if not for Cai Yuanpei's planning, would those specific executors have been so bored as to run to Western Zhejiang to carry out a massacre?

Not understanding Ma Xiangbo's thoughts, Yan Fu understood the literati's thoughts. They were such a group of people; they never did things themselves, they always directed others to do it. If successful, the credit naturally belonged to the commander. Once something went wrong, the literati believed that the executor was the guilty one. Those who dared to act like Tan Sitong, who had the chance to run but didn't, proving the justice they pursued with their blood, were always the minority among the minority of such literati.

"Mr. Xiangbo, this is a criminal case. Someone killed people..." Yan Fu could only respond to Ma Xiangbo with such a most ordinary explanation.

But Ma Xiangbo interrupted Yan Fu, "Jidao, I'm not asking to say Jiemin is innocent. After all, so many people died. Not only did your People's Party publish the public trial, but foreign newspapers participating in the public trial also published the trial. The evidence is all there; I certainly can't turn a blind eye. You also said that Jiemin participated in planning the events in Western Zhejiang, but you didn't say Jiemin personally killed anyone. If one must say, Jiemin's life and death are in your hands."

Yan Fu sighed. The last few times, he and Ma Xiangbo couldn't agree on this matter no matter what, which finally made Yan Fu not want to see Ma Xiangbo again. This time was still the same. Yan Fu patiently said: "Mr. Xiangbo, we judge anything never based on personal likes and dislikes. Seeking truth from facts is the only standard for the People's Party to judge things."

Ma Xiangbo heard Yan Fu say this kind of thing several times, and he also knew that Yan Fu couldn't make any concessions in this regard. Also sighing, Ma Xiangbo said: "Jidao, come to think of it, more than ten years ago, it was I who asked you to accept Chen Ke as a disciple. I am already old, and I generally can't remember things from these ten-plus years clearly, but the things from that time are vivid in my mind. I wonder if you, Jidao, can still remember what I said back then?"

Hearing Ma Xiangbo mention the past, a smile finally appeared on Yan Fu's face. Yan Fu felt deeply empathetic to Ma Xiangbo's feelings about these ten-plus years. For Yan Fu, twelve years passed in a flash, really just a snap of the fingers. But Yan Fu clearly remembered that day more than ten years ago. Ma Xiangbo was ill, and Yan Fu sat in the outer room of Ma Xiangbo's sickbed and saw Chen Ke's book for the first time. When the two talked, Ma Xiangbo asked Yan Fu to accept Chen Ke as a disciple. At that time, Ma Xiangbo said: "This book will inevitably become popular in the world. The principles described by the author, even if not the ultimate truth of the heavenly way, are by no means heresy. Young people who read it will surely follow in droves. Jidao, the person who wrote this book is a genius given by heaven. If you are willing, I would like you to accept him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person will probably bring disaster to the world."

At that time, Yan Fu was very surprised that a great scholar like Ma Xiangbo would attach such importance to Chen Ke. If it weren't for Ma Xiangbo's request, Yan Fu might have missed Chen Ke, or at least Yan Fu very likely wouldn't have accepted Chen Ke as a disciple.

Looking back at the past, the smile on Yan Fu's face quickly disappeared. He had actually participated in the revolutionary work presided over by Chen Ke for ten years. In these ten years, Yan Fu did countless jobs, worrying about the immediate situation and China's future every day. Where did he have time to recall the beginning? Now Yan Fu suddenly felt he somewhat understood the reason for Ma Xiangbo's request back then.

Because he wasn't sure, Yan Fu couldn't help asking: "Mr. Xiangbo, were you afraid back then that Wenqing would lay hands on the literati?"

Seeing that Yan Fu had remembered the past, Ma Xiangbo sighed and said: "I didn't expect Wenqing to have today's achievements at that time. I just felt that the reasoning Wenqing stated at that time was extremely domineering. What he said was certainly correct, but it lacked any heart of compassion and mercy. Using Confucian principles, but acting entirely in the style of Legalists. Outer Confucianism and inner Legalism, the implementation must be harsh governance. Wenqing wants to walk the great road of saving the country. My ability couldn't help him at all, which is why I asked you, Jidao, to be Wenqing's teacher."

"So Mr. Xiangbo now wants me to stand on the side of the literati?" Yan Fu asked.

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Mr. Ma Xiangbo's face looked even worse. These days, pondering repeatedly over Cai Yuanpei's matter, Ma Xiangbo figured out why he firmly opposed the execution of Cai Yuanpei. Why did literati always talk about Qin Shi Huang "burning books and burying scholars"? Chen Ke had noted in the book series "Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism" that most of the books burned by Qin Shi Huang back then were books on witchcraft and monsters, and most of those buried were alchemists. Corresponding to the People's Party's practice, that is strictly cracking down on feudal secret societies.

Literati had no intention of complaining on behalf of alchemists. Their purpose in attacking Qin Shi Huang was to oppose the Legalist policy of governing the country implemented by Qin Shi Huang. In order to attack Qin Shi Huang's Legalist concept of governing the country, literati even distorted facts and confused the public.

Ma Xiangbo didn't want to distort facts on the matter of Cai Yuanpei because the facts couldn't be hidden at all. The people of Western Zhejiang were all there, and witness and material evidence were complete. Cai Yuanpei himself also confessed candidly to what he had done.

Chen Ke proved with his practical actions that he was truly a guy who "unified knowledge and action." Ma Xiangbo paid extreme attention to Chen Ke's trial in Western Zhejiang, plus a series of dramatic works created by Zhou Shuren performed in various places. After careful comparison, Ma Xiangbo found corresponding content in Chen Ke's books.

The Qin Code stipulated a set of litigation systems: public prosecution and non-public prosecution. The People's Party had a system of criminal prosecutors and civil burden of proof and appeal.

The judicial organs of the Qin State were divided into three levels: central, commandery, and county. The People's Party had the distinction of courts, intermediate courts, and high courts.

In the central government of the Qin State, the emperor held the highest judicial power. The Tingwei (Minister of Justice) tried national cases. The Yushi Dafu (Censor-in-chief) and Jiancha Yushi (Monitoring Censors) supervised the law nationwide. The People's Party completely copied this, with the system and distinction of Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court. Zhou Shuren's plays emphasized these aspects strongly.

In details, in the Qin State, lawsuits could be filed by victims or by state officials. During interrogation, torture to extract confessions was generally not advocated; on-site inspection and evidence collection were emphasized; a "written report" system was implemented; and appeals were allowed after judgment.

Even the requirement during the trial process of the Qin State court that "when the prisoner is making a statement, even if the judge knows the prisoner is lying, he cannot interrupt the prisoner's statement" was implemented without any difference.

No matter what you think, it only matters what you did. After doing something, if you violated the law, you have to take responsibility.

Chen Ke praised the existence of the "Qin Law": "The principles of conviction and sentencing in the Qin Dynasty included: determining criminal responsibility capacity; distinguishing between intent and negligence; distinguishing the severity of criminal consequences; aggravated punishment for joint crimes and recidivism; false accusation counter-punishment; aggravated punishment for abettors; lighter punishment for surrender, etc. It was the only conscious era of classical rule of law in Chinese history and has an irreplaceable historical status in the history of Chinese civilization. Before the Qin Law, China was in the era of rule by ritual. After Qin, China was in the era of rule by man. Only in the one hundred and sixty years or so from Shang Yang's reform to Qin Shi Huang's unification of China did China enter a relatively complete classical rule of law society. This is the greatest pride and the greatest civilized creation of the Chinese nation in the era of original civilization and even the entire classical civilization."

However, in the eyes of literati, this was not "the greatest pride, the greatest civilized creation" at all; this was harsh punishment and cruel laws; this was the obliteration of humanity.

Ma Xiangbo naturally felt deep sympathy for the experience of the people in Western Zhejiang. He believed that even if the people of Western Zhejiang acted radically, it did not warrant the death penalty. Similarly, Ma Xiangbo believed that regardless of what thoughts or even difficulties Cai Yuanpei had, sentencing Cai Yuanpei to death solely on the grounds of participating in the April 12 Massacre was also unfair. If not for the incitement of Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, if not for the support and usurpation of Feng Guozhang, if not for the local landlords and gentry taking a chicken feather for a command arrow and wantonly using the "party purge" order launched by Cai Yuanpei to eliminate dissidents, Western Zhejiang would absolutely not have been killed like that.

In these aspects, the People's Party investigated very clearly even during the court trial process. So Ma Xiangbo didn't understand. Since the People's Party was unwilling to wrong Cai Yuanpei, why couldn't the People's Party let Cai Yuanpei off the hook because of his difficulties?

So Ma Xiangbo couldn't help but suspect the reason behind the People's Party's firm attitude. Was it because Cai Yuanpei publicly opposed the People's Party? Was it because Cai Yuanpei publicly attacked and accused the People's Party of various political platforms? Was it because of these that the People's Party wanted to use the name of the people to chop off Cai Yuanpei's head as a warning?

Based on these concerns, Ma Xiangbo took action to try to rescue Cai Yuanpei. The achievements established by the People's Party so far were undeniable, but the cold and ruthless actions shown by the People's Party, with no heart of tolerance, made Ma Xiangbo very worried. Would such a powerful political force composed entirely of young people run all the way onto the old path of the Qin State? Ma Xiangbo believed that if things really developed like this, it would not only be the tragedy of the People's Party, not only the tragedy of Chen Ke whom Ma Xiangbo appreciated quite a lot, not only the tragedy of those Fudan Public School students who joined the People's Party, but also the tragedy of literati under heaven, and the tragedy of the entire China.

Back then, Ma Xiangbo just had an indescribable sense of alertness towards Chen Ke. At that time, Chen Ke was just a distinctive young man. When asking Yan Fu to accept Chen Ke as a disciple, Ma Xiangbo mostly wanted to give Chen Ke a hand. He didn't think of placing any chess pieces in the People's Party first. Not to mention that Yan Fu was by no means the kind of person to be a chess piece for others.

Now, Ma Xiangbo found that apart from being able to ask Yan Fu for help, he had no other way to go. Hearing Yan Fu's sentence "So Mr. Xiangbo now wants me to stand on the side of the literati?", Ma Xiangbo felt a chill in his heart. The meaning of these words was surprisingly that Yan Fu also believed Cai Yuanpei should be killed.

Ma Xiangbo said sternly: "Jidao, Jiemin's fault is not excessive even if he redeems it with death. But if there is no heart of compassion and mercy, and only blind implementation of harsh governance, this is the reason why the Qin Dynasty died in the second generation. This is a lesson from the past!"

"Blind implementation of harsh governance is the reason why the Qin Dynasty died in the second generation?" Yan Fu couldn't help laughing out loud. Although Chen Ke never called himself a historian, Chen Ke loved to talk about history. He also combined the history he told with the reality of the People's Party.

The reason for the death of the Qin Dynasty in the second generation was firstly the collapse of internal order. Li Si participated in Zhao Gao's rebellious act, tampered with the will, supported Hu Hai, and killed Fu Su and Meng Tian. Then came the wanton massacre of his own brothers. After this nonsense, the internal order of the entire Qin Dynasty was gone. This was the reason Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized organizational discipline. To break through a solid fortress, either the cornerstones at the foot of these fortresses turn into gravel, causing the fortress to collapse with a crash, or internal chaos within the fortress leads to chaos inside. The collapse of the Qin State was indeed related to the imperfection of the Qin State system, and the harsh order did lead to the expansion of internal strife. But Yan Fu already understood clearly that the relationship between the cruel laws of the Qin State and the collapse of the Qin State mentioned by Ma Xiangbo was not based on a realistic attitude, but on an attitude from the standpoint of literati.

Seeing Yan Fu laughing so hard that tears almost came out, Ma Xiangbo couldn't help asking somewhat annoyedly: "Why do you laugh, Jidao?"

Yan Fu managed to stop laughing, "Mr. Xiangbo, I really haven't seen what harsh punishments and cruel laws our People's Party has used."

Ma Xiangbo said loudly: "I see your published list this time; the number of people killed is in the tens of thousands. Which dynasty or generation has seen killing like this?"

Yan Fu asked back seriously: "Mr. Xiangbo, since you are paying attention to this matter. Which person in here do you think does not deserve to die? If you find one, you can file a complaint. What we, the People's Party, are most unwilling to see is unjust, false, and wrong cases. We are afraid our feelings on this are even stronger than yours. Confucius said: Without trust, people cannot stand. We make laws and execute laws; what we fear most is unjust, false, and wrong cases."

Seeing Yan Fu's attitude so tough, Ma Xiangbo also got a little angry, "Jidao, I'm not saying you want to conduct unjust imprisonment. I trust the character of Wenqing and you. I am saying that the laws you formulated and executed are too harsh!"

Even though Ma Xiangbo clearly stated "trust the character of Chen Ke and Yan Fu," this kindness did not make Yan Fu feel happy. On the contrary, Yan Fu already understood that he and Ma Xiangbo had nothing more to say. What was expressed under this kindness was Ma Xiangbo's opposition to the basic philosophy of the People's Party. Weighing his words, Yan Fu said slowly: "Mr. Xiangbo, we, the People's Party, also believe in character, but our standard for judging a person is seeking truth from facts, looking at what this person has done. You trust the character of me and Wenqing; this is your affirmation of us, and I am very moved. But if Wenqing and I violate the law, we must also submit to the law."

Now Ma Xiangbo's face completely changed, "Does this mean you insist on killing Jiemin?"

Yan Fu's face also became extremely helpless, "Mr. Xiangbo, we don't mean that we must kill anyone. If Mr. Xiangbo trusts the character of me and Wenqing, please believe this point. We have absolutely no malice towards Jiemin, nor do we have malice towards anyone. It is he himself who owes a blood debt to the people, and the people want him to repay it. Killing pays with life. Mr. Xiangbo, you surely won't oppose the principle that killing pays with life, right?"

Ma Xiangbo was a great scholar after all. Even if he thought Cai Yuanpei shouldn't die, he couldn't say the logic that killing doesn't need to be paid with life.

Yan Fu continued seriously: "Mr. Xiangbo, since we met, I have really cherished the friendship between us. So I will speak frankly. If I am measuring the heart of a gentleman with the heart of a villain, please bear with me. Now surely some people think we want to kill Jiemin because Jiemin scolded us. I have to tell you, this is not a fact. Not to mention far places, you should know very well how many people right here in Shanghai have scolded us. Did we arrest and kill them? Did we arrest them? No! You also cited the example of Wang Shizhen. He did more than scold us; he brought troops to fight us. He even killed our soldiers. But did we kill him? No! Fighting is for each other's masters. Once on the battlefield, we know we might be killed by the enemy. Did we take revenge for this? No! Our People's Party has no private feud of our own. What does scolding us count for? As long as the law is not violated, everyone has their own freedom of speech. Legitimate freedom of speech is protected by law. Our People's Party protects everyone's legitimate rights through law. But the rights we protect do not include killing. I believe you can definitely understand this."

Ma Xiangbo felt Yan Fu's sincerity and helplessness. He knew Yan Fu very well. Yan Fu was never a person keen on defending himself; Yan Fu's personality even extremely lacked attitude towards his own behavior. To make Yan Fu say such words was already an extremely rare thing. However, Yan Fu's words deeply stimulated Ma Xiangbo. In these words, Yan Fu wanted to express only one core, that is, "State law is merciless"!

If in the Manchu Qing era, someone put forward such a view and tried to truly execute it, Ma Xiangbo would feel that the world had been restored to clarity. But hearing Yan Fu, whom Ma Xiangbo appreciated and trusted very much, say this, Ma Xiangbo felt a kind of chill. That was like the chill that could almost freeze people to death felt when watching the bright moon on a clear winter night. Finally suppressing the unease in his heart, Ma Xiangbo asked: "Jidao, I know you were unwilling to see me for this matter. So today I am so rude to want to see you, actually just to talk to you about this matter one last time. I want to ask you, is there any way to spare Jiemin's life?"

Yan Fu shook his head slightly, his face full of regret, "The law allows no blasphemy."
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"Director Feng, do you really want to publish this article?" Shen Zengzhi said to Feng Xu with a cold face as soon as he entered the living room of Feng Xu's house. The weather was nice; sunlight shone straight into the living room from the balcony on the third floor, making the room bright. Coupled with the heat evenly released by the chimney connected to the coal stove in the room, despite his cold face, Shen Zengzhi's complexion looked much better in the comfortable warmth.

Feng Xu certainly knew that Shen Zengzhi's address of "Director Feng" was quite malicious. Ever since the Anhui Education College moved from Fengtai County to Anqing, the Literature and History Institute, which was once a "shelter for guilty officials of the former Qing Dynasty," also moved to Anqing. As the People's Party's liberated area became larger and larger, the high-pressure attitude towards former Qing officials also relaxed. The current Literature and History Institute was just a place where a few people who really liked literature and history work, as well as guys who really didn't want to go out to find ordinary jobs or couldn't find errands, muddled along for a living.

Shen Zengzhi was the deputy director of the Anhui Literature and History Institute. Although Feng Xu suggested several times that Shen Zengzhi serve as the director of the Anhui Provincial Library, and Shen Zengzhi also "concurrently" held the post of deputy director of the library, Shen Zengzhi insisted on setting his unit in the Literature and History Institute. Shen Zengzhi's own explanation for this was, "What qualifications does an old prisoner of a fallen country have to pick and choose?"

The People's Party didn't want to lower itself to Shen Zengzhi's level. Plus, Shen Zengzhi was smart enough never to say a word about politics in public. Only a few people who had a good relationship with Shen Zengzhi heard him compare himself to a remnant of the old dynasty. The People's Party had carried out constitutional popularization work in Anhui many times, and everyone had studied the article on "freedom of speech." Even if Feng Xu publicly declared this, it did not meet the conditions for conviction. Since the People's Party was so tolerant of speech, everyone was naturally less willing to gossip behind their backs.

Shen Zengzhi worked very hard in the library. After the People's Party conquered Beijing, Shen Zengzhi also went to participate in the index compilation work of the National Library. After returning, he sincerely praised the People's Party's emphasis on book work, believing that the National Library and libraries in various places truly respected culture.

Feng Xu knew that the People's Party firmly advocated the method of "engraving the craftsman's name on the object," and all book indexes had the names of the compilers. Shen Zengzhi did not think this represented "distrust" at this time, but felt a little complacent because his name was listed on it.

"Brother Shen, sit down for a while and let me finish filling out this housing survey form." Feng Xu took Shen Zengzhi back to the study and said after sitting down. Feng Xu had no savings, and after being captured, he accepted his fate. After regaining his freedom, he sold all his family property and distributed most of the money to his family. He only kept a little money for himself to buy a two-bedroom apartment in Anqing, which was more than sixty square meters. The People's Party was engaging in large-scale infrastructure construction in the liberated areas, and everyone had to declare their property status. What Feng Xu was filling out was the standard real estate registration form.

Wearing reading glasses to study the content on the form carefully, Feng Xu filled out the form with a fountain pen. Only then did he turn his head and ask Shen Zengzhi, "Brother Shen, have you finished filling yours out?"

Shen Zengzhi was a calligrapher with an income far higher than Feng Xu. He bought a three-bedroom, two-living room, two-bathroom apartment, the price of which was more than double that of Feng Xu's. Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Shen Zengzhi sneered, "How dare I not fill it out? The People's Party shows no mercy in killing its own people; how would they let me off?"

Feng Xu knew that Shen Zengzhi was talking about the People's Party's recent "Three-Anti Work." Just for anti-corruption, several officials were killed, and even more were imprisoned, shaking the entire government.

But these were obviously not what Shen Zengzhi came to talk to Feng Xu about. Shen Zengzhi was referring to an article called "A Brief Analysis of Superior and Inferior" written by Feng Xu recently to participate in the cultural struggle. In the article, he elaborated on the two sentences "Punishment does not extend up to the great officers, and rites do not extend down to the common people" and "Only the highest wisdom and the lowest stupidity do not change." He believed that from the perspective of the view of punishment and rites in the pre-Qin bloodline clan society, in ancient times, all members of society, for the prosperity and development of their own bloodline clan and the reproduction of descendants, had to strictly observe the ritual system and criminal law followed by everyone, and no one could be special. During the time of Yao and Shun, Shun asked Gun to control the flood. Gun failed to cure it, so Gun received the death penalty. After Shun ceded the throne to Yu, Yu not only reused Gaotao who executed his father but also had a friendship better than old times. At that time, punishment and rites maintained justice and dignity, and even the leader was no exception. Therefore, "superior and inferior" did not emphasize discrimination and difference, but emphasized the consistency of superior and inferior.

Although Shen Zengzhi was far inferior to Feng Xu in administrative ability, he did have his own advantages in scholarship, especially in textual research. Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Shen Zengzhi replied: "Brother Menghua, those so-called primitive societies are all imagined by Chen Ke alone. Without textual evidence, how can we take it as accurate? Moreover, although your explanation makes sense, how can you be sure it is indeed the original intention of the ancestors?"

"We are all disciples of Confucianism. Confucianism has existed for two thousand years because what Confucianism has said for two thousand years is useful. Misinterpreting the words of the ancient sages has happened not just once or twice. As for those pedantic scholars, countless of them have completely misinterpreted it. What's more, mine may not necessarily be a misinterpretation." Feng Xu's voice was not loud, but his attitude was extremely firm.

This time Shen Zengzhi did not argue with Feng Xu. He pulled a chair, sat down, and fell into deep thought.

Feng Xu seemed to be talking to himself, "If those people engaged in Western learning could produce things the same as what Chen Ke produced, we naturally would have nothing to say and just obediently bow our heads and admit defeat. Brother Shen, you are also a great Confucian scholar of the current age. Is Cai Yuanpei's knowledge above yours? Apart from being able to borrow some words from foreigners, what has he created himself?"

While speaking, Feng Xu's hands didn't stop. He peeled a honey tangerine and handed it to Shen Zengzhi. The honey tangerine had been placed by the fire for a while, and it was still warm in Shen Zengzhi's hand. Breaking off a few segments and putting them in his mouth, it was truly full of sweetness.

"I wonder what Brother Menghua plans to do?" Shen Zengzhi said slowly.

"The theoretical pillars of the People's Party now are science and democracy. We don't understand natural science, so let's not interfere completely." Feng Xu took another honey tangerine himself and peeled it slowly as he spoke.

"What do you mean by not interfering completely?" Shen Zengzhi was relatively stubborn, or rather relatively straightforward, and was very puzzled by what Feng Xu said.

"We don't understand natural science, but we have read the Analects. The Master said: You! Shall I teach you what knowledge is? When you know a thing, to hold that you know it; and when you do not know a thing, to allow that you do not know it; this is knowledge." After Feng Xu finished explaining, he also ate a few segments of the peeled honey tangerine. The honey tangerines were produced in Hubei and transported by steamers on the river to almost every city along the Yangtze River. The sales were very good.

Shen Zengzhi somewhat understood Feng Xu's meaning now, and he looked excited. "The People's Party loves to say 'seek truth from facts.' Wasn't this phrase also first spoken by Confucian disciples?"

Seeing that Shen Zengzhi finally got the point, Feng Xu nodded repeatedly, "Exactly so. In fact, how much of what Chen Ke said is not what my Confucianism has already said? Since we encounter such a great opportunity, why don't we get to the root of the matter and restore order for Confucianism? Moreover, Brother Shen, you have also been an education commissioner. Do you like pedantic scholars? Borrowing a sentence from Chen Ke, expel them from the Confucian team!"

At the mention of Chen Ke, Shen Zengzhi got angry. Ever since being "pitted" by Chen Ke into participating in the writing team of "The Life of Cixi," Shen Zengzhi had no good feelings for Chen Ke anymore. He sneered again, "Brother Menghua, Chen Ke talks about equality, but our Confucianism talks about the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues..."

"Did Confucius say the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues?" Feng Xu interrupted Shen Zengzhi, "I have read in the Book of Rites: They hate to see goods lying on the ground, but do not necessarily wish to keep them for themselves; they hate not to exert their strength, but do not necessarily wish to exert it for their own benefit."

Shen Zengzhi knew that this was a passage where Confucius talked about "Great Unity" in the "Book of Rites." The general idea was that people cherish labor products but have no selfishness and will not take them for themselves; people are ashamed of not exerting effort or exerting less effort in joint labor, and can work with all their might, but without the idea of "getting more."

Even though Shen Zengzhi was knowledgeable and had a good memory, it was only after hearing Feng Xu's words today that he remembered Confucius had such writings. But after savoring it carefully, he asked, realizing it was actually somewhat similar to the socialist system mentioned by the People's Party.

Having lost the thought of confrontation, Shen Zengzhi asked Feng Xu: "Brother Menghua, are you actually planning to abandon the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues and only talk about the Book of Songs and the Book of History?"

Feng Xu replied calmly: "The Master said: In the Book of Songs are three hundred pieces, but the design of them all may be embraced in one sentence—'Having no depraved thoughts.' what's wrong with only talking about the Book of Songs and the Book of History? Since Chen Ke has established new Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues, we should avoid the old ones like the plague. Why impose the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues of later generations on Confucius?"

This bold idea made Shen Zengzhi feel extremely excited but also uncomfortable all over. With Shen Zengzhi's intelligence, he fully understood Feng Xu's ambition. Feng Xu wanted to be the "Dong Zhongshu" under the rule of the People's Party. Such a bold move to completely sever the various extensions accumulated by Confucianism over nearly two thousand years from the "Book of Songs and the Book of History" and re-attach them to the system proposed by the People's Party—just thinking about such an action drained all of Shen Zengzhi's strength. The firm belief and effort required to do such a big thing made Shen Zengzhi's body tremble slightly.

Using almost all his strength, Shen Zengzhi said with a dry throat: "But the 'Analects' also talks about hierarchy."

Feng Xu immediately replied: "To borrow a phrase from the People's Party, that is the historical limitation of the sages. Xunzi also said that the movement of heaven follows a constant course, and one should control the mandate of heaven and use it. Chen Ke praised it greatly as naive materialism. We cannot ask people two thousand years ago to be the same as us; doing so is not seeking truth from facts."

This time Shen Zengzhi no longer had the mind to feel unhappy about Feng Xu bringing up Chen Ke's words. He asked Feng Xu with a hoarse voice and trembling body, "Brother Menghua, what exactly do you want to do?"

"I want to restore the ancient ways!" Feng Xu replied frankly, "And restore it all the way back to two thousand years ago in one go!"

At this point, Feng Xu couldn't help standing up from his seat because he was too excited. "Among the things accumulated over these two thousand years, there are good and bad, and most of them are outdated. Then let's throw them all away. We absolutely cannot let the far-fetched interpretations of later generations stain the reputation of the ancient sages. If this still cannot save Confucianism..."

"If it cannot save Confucianism, what then?" Shen Zengzhi asked closely.

"Then I'll just go and die!" Feng Xu answered loudly.

Looking at Feng Xu's determined eyes and hearing his decisive tone, Shen Zengzhi shuddered greatly.

While Feng Xu, a Confucian believer, was planning how to save Confucianism in the new era by abandoning the Cardinal Guides and Constant Virtues and such stuff, the great scholar Chen Duxiu, also in Anqing, felt in his heart that the husband being the guide of the wife in the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues might be a very good thing.

Within the political system constructed by the People's Party, there was the signboard of the Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), but the enthusiasm of the People's Party to form the CPPCC was even lower than that of the Party in history. Chen Ke rarely formed such a political organization with a very negative attitude. The reason for forming the CPPCC was firstly that the CPPCC ran through the entire history of New China after all. Even if Chen Ke didn't know what the CPPCC was for, Chen Ke would feel very uncomfortable without the existence of the CPPCC. Secondly, Chen Ke originally thought that there might be some so-called "democratic parties" existing, and stuffing them into the CPPCC would be an appeasement at any rate.

So in many provinces, the CPPCC was a signboard that no one even remembered. Even in Anhui, where the CPPCC was run best, and Chen Duxiu changed from the Vice Chairman of the Anhui CPPCC to the Chairman, the group of pedantic scholars under him added up to no more than six hundred people. The scale of each plenary session was not even as large as the gathering of the Women's Federation in those few large factories in Anqing.

As the Chairman of the CPPCC, Chen Duxiu certainly knew the current status of the CPPCC. Factually speaking, Chen Duxiu supported "women's liberation." It was just that listening to the voices of protest from a group of female laborers blocking the outside of the CPPCC, Chen Duxiu really didn't feel that "women's liberation" was a gospel for men.

A few years ago, because the editor of "Tongcheng Night Talk" published articles opposing women's liberation, it became a thorn in the eyes of women. When the CPPCC tried hard to recruit people, it recruited some people from "Tongcheng Night Talk" into the CPPCC. These people and the conservatives in the CPPCC both held a stance opposing women's liberation, so the Anhui CPPCC became a thorn in the eye of the Anqing Women's Federation. Over the years, there were dozens of small conflicts and several large conflicts between the two sides. Once, thousands of female workers carrying various fighting tools besieged the CPPCC and almost smashed it. Facing that intense situation, the police comrades were sweating profusely and dared not intervene easily. It was the comrades of the Anqing Municipal Committee who came forward and managed to calm things down with difficulty.

Female workers sang the worker's song "We Workers Have Strength" loudly, their arrogance rushing straight to the sky. The female representatives at the very front of the array used electric megaphones to tell the representatives hiding inside the CPPCC to "come out and die"! In the CPPCC venue, the group of mainly middle-aged and elderly representatives, their beards black mixed with white, gray beards, and white beards were all trembling slightly due to anger and fear.

Chen Duxiu originally wanted to invite the women representatives in for an open debate, but after peeking at the formation outside, he was also scared. Not afraid of the opponent's large numbers, but worried that the women would rush in and beat these CPPCC representatives to death. At that time, Chen Duxiu even rejoiced that Qiu Jin was not in Anqing. If Qiu Jin were in Anqing, she might have attacked the CPPCC with a drawn katana.

And this conflict was a continuation of the previous conflict. The Women's Federation held grudges, and the CPPCC gang held grudges even more than the women. In the action initiated by the CPPCC to rescue Cai Yuanpei, those guys responsible for propaganda in newspapers actually attacked women's liberation with sarcasm and insults.

The Women's Federation had gained the upper hand in several struggles, so naturally, they refused to show weakness this time, and the door-blocking protest broke out again. This time, however, Chen Duxiu did not simply think that the Women's Federation was reasonable. It wasn't because the articles involved saving Cai Yuanpei, and Chen Duxiu genuinely wanted Cai Yuanpei to live.

Nor was it the CPPCC people having a fit of "a dog can't stop eating shit." The real reason for this struggle was the housing problem caused by the urban renovation of Anqing. In this matter, Chen Duxiu believed that the People's Party was really too partial to the laborers this time, partial to the point of being almost unreasonable. So the CPPCC's counterattack could not be said to be unreasonable.
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Like other Chinese cities of the same era, Anqing lacked multi-story buildings. The People's Party built new-style residential areas in several major cities along the Yangtze River. This not only fully utilized urban space and increased the capacity for urban residents but also greatly improved the quality of life for urban residents through the construction of urban water supply and sewage systems as well as power supply systems. If land ownership issues were not involved, this would truly be a great thing.

"These women are really turning the sky upside down! If it weren't for the People's Party blindly indulging them here, how could such things happen!" The gentry expressed their dissatisfaction one after another.

"Is there any shame left for these women to show their faces outside?"

"A group of women living by themselves, what kind of thing is this? What kind of trend is this?!"

More complaints and accusations targeting specific issues appeared increasingly in the CPPCC venue, from women working to women unbinding their feet, from women going to school to women's housing. Later, it was female cadres, female armed police, female police officers; all firepower was concentrated on the matter of women's liberation.

Chen Duxiu didn't want to wade into this muddy water. He knew the moral conduct of this group of "masters" clearly. If they really faced a group of women charging over with brooms, their first reaction would definitely not be to meet them head-on, but to turn around and run.

However, before Chen Duxiu's train of thought could unfold, he heard someone say loudly: "If you ask me, Mr. Cai didn't do much wrong in Western Zhejiang. Rules are rules. Just look at our Anqing; Western Zhejiang is probably about the same as our Anqing. Can it work without management?"

These words immediately received support from a crowd. Of course, no one dared to say that killing people was right. No one loved killing people; landlords, gentry, and the People's Party were the same on this point. Landlords and gentry liked to use killing to intimidate others, but if they were really asked to kill people themselves, they would definitely delegate it to others. The People's Party sentencing Cai Yuanpei under criminal law this time blocked this path.

These people in the Anqing CPPCC had all seen news and operas related to the Western Zhejiang trial. The People's Party did not use personal execution as the standard, but distinguished between principal offenders and accessories. Principal offenders were given heavier sentences, while accessories could receive reduced sentences after exposing the criminal acts of their accomplices. This broke the rules of the Manchu Qing era. Although the Manchu Qing era also preached "a life for a life," the one paying with their life was often not the mastermind; those who actually carried out the killing were often scapegoats. If the mastermind had a strong background, finding a few unlucky ghosts to fill the numbers would be enough for an explanation.

However, the Great Trial of Western Zhejiang clearly told the people that whoever planned the killing had to atone with death. The Anqing gentry certainly knew that the People's Party meant what it said, so they refused to test the law themselves. Needless to say, the attitude of these CPPCC guys was unprecedentedly consistent. "I saw it clearly in the news; a lot of bad things were done by the people below using Mr. Cai's name. How can the blame be pushed onto Mr. Cai? The People's Party also knows that Mr. Cai didn't kill a single person with his own hands. Relying on this to sentence Mr. Cai to death is indeed a great injustice. We should jointly sign a petition to plead for Mr. Cai!"

A white-bearded CPPCC member said indignantly: "Mr. Cai had great kindness to Chen Ke. Back then, if it weren't for Mr. Cai's full support, how could anyone have helped Chen Ke when he arrived in Shanghai? I heard it was also Mr. Cai who tried his best to lobby so that Yan Fu accepted Chen Ke as a disciple. Now that Chen Ke has gained power, he lays a murderous hand on Mr. Cai. Is this... is this still human?"

These words immediately received support from more people. What Chen Ke did was simply deceiving his master and destroying his ancestors! In the eyes of the literati and gentry, this was the truly capital crime that must be punished by death explicitly.

Amidst the public indignation, some people also became uneasy. "Is saying this a bit too much?"

Immediately someone retorted angrily: "What are you afraid of? Freedom of speech! We are neither opposing the government nor publishing hateful incitement remarks. Is it illegal to say a few words about the matter itself? If the People's Party can do it, we can't say it?"

Among the excited gentry, someone shouted even louder: "Exactly so! Doesn't their People's Party want to talk about the rule of law! Doesn't the constitution they shout about every day also protect freedom of speech? If they want to arrest people because of what we said, let them come and arrest me! I want to see how the People's Party will sentence me in court!"

"Exactly!" "Exactly!"

Amidst voices of approval, the Anhui CPPCC was filled with an atmosphere of defending the freedom of speech granted to the people of the liberated areas by the People's Party constitution. Everyone held their heads high, their expressions either firm or tragic, truly having the backbone of guardians of the constitution.

Chen Duxiu certainly didn't know the internet term "derailing the thread," but his feeling was the same as those repliers who tried to discuss the post seriously but found the whole discussion had long gone thousands of miles off-topic. And the most amazing thing was that after some discussion, this thread would always seemingly inexplicably jump back to the content discussed in the main post.

No matter how they attacked the People's Party or what dissatisfaction they had with the People's Party's policies, in the end, the gentry concluded with "Cai Yuanpei should not die." Every dissatisfaction with the People's Party was ultimately transformed into a reason why Cai Yuanpei should not die.

This discussion had not been going on for just a day or two. Apart from not daring to deny the fact that Cai Yuanpei personally issued the order to kill, in the eyes of the gentry, everything Cai Yuanpei did had reasons, even very correct reasons. Cai Yuanpei's starting point of "rectifying order and eliminating chaos" was very good; what messed things up were the executors below. If things could be executed as Cai Yuanpei expected, it would absolutely not have resulted in the subsequent tragic state.

Besides analyzing and defending what Cai Yuanpei had already done, some gentry also raised various hypotheses about the past.

"If the Western Zhejiang side hadn't been so radical and had done things more through consultation with the locals, how could Mr. Cai Yuanpei have been forced to use the method of purging counter-revolutionaries?"

"Isn't this talking about democracy? Those people in Western Zhejiang shouted democracy, but why weren't they democratic when doing things? Relying on their numbers to forcibly carry out land reform, it would be strange if nothing happened!"

Among these CPPCC members, there were also those who had read more books. Someone immediately shouted: "That is called the tyranny of the majority! I saw it written in Mr. Yan Fu's book!" Usually, people in the CPPCC called Yan Fu by his full name. Once someone dug up usable content from Yan Fu's book, Yan Fu was immediately crowned with the title of Mister again.

Those with clearer thinking in the CPPCC immediately summarized these points: "Mr. Cai was also forced. Regarding the matters in Western Zhejiang, those people in Western Zhejiang were not without responsibility. They went their own way, opposing democracy and consultation. Implementing the tyranny of the majority. Everyone has a temper; it's not like Mr. Cai didn't speak against radicalism! These people are radicalism."

"Right! Both sides have responsibilities in this matter!" This view immediately received clear approval from almost all CPPCC members.

With a basic consensus, this group of CPPCC members utilized their specialties and began to "judge" this case morally. Finally, they pooled their wisdom and sorted out a line of thought. After sorting it out, the CPPCC members solemnly handed a stack of manuscripts to Chen Duxiu, hoping that the great scholar Chen Duxiu could organize this into an article for publication.

The CPPCC members fully expressed how they respected Chen Duxiu's character, ability, learning, and status, believing that Chen Duxiu could absolutely represent the true thoughts of the entire Anhui. Even though the voices of female opponents blasting from the electric megaphones outside could be heard, these CPPCC members still believed that they could truly represent the public opinion of Anhui. Even phrases like "truth is often in the hands of the minority" popped out.

The core idea was one: Chen Duxiu, work hard, go for it. Publish articles in Chen Duxiu's personal name, and everyone will support Chen Duxiu's right to freedom of speech. If the People's Party is unfavorable to Chen Duxiu, the Anhui CPPCC will absolutely not sit idly by.

Among these empty words, the only relatively constructive suggestion was that since the printing factories in Anhui were controlled by the People's Party and there might be printing problems, these articles might as well be published in places like Shanghai. Firstly, they wouldn't encounter so many obstacles; secondly, it would allow Anhui's views to be understood by the whole country. Even though the People's Party had been in Anhui for the longest time, Anhui did not only have voices echoing the People's Party.

Chen Duxiu certainly knew what these people wanted to do; they were eager to express their thoughts. And as usual, these guys always pushed others to the forefront of the storm. It wasn't that this group of people in the Anhui CPPCC hadn't tried it themselves, but the result was a head-on blow from the masses. After repeated attempts and failures, these people all understood that they couldn't do these things. They could only turn to help from stronger people.

People who dared to publicly plead for Cai Yuanpei naturally had to have enough reputation. If a nobody did this, they would only end up humiliating themselves. It wasn't suffering humiliation from the People's Party; regardless of the size of the reputation, the People's Party didn't care about literati at all. The humiliation literati suffered came from within the literati group. "Not knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth!" "Who do you think you are?" This was the first reaction of literati when they saw others. Raising one's arm and receiving a response from all directions didn't apply to just anyone.

So Chen Duxiu didn't feel anything inappropriate. At this time, if the CPPCC people didn't look for Chen Duxiu, who was famous in the south, who else could they find? What made Chen Duxiu feel inappropriate was the constitution proposed by the CPPCC personnel. The entire content was nothing but speculation, with absolutely no content regarding facts.

judging from what Chen Duxiu heard, the Anhui CPPCC seemed to have transformed into storytellers. They told a story vividly, in which various characters' psychology and behaviors were imagined by this group of people from the Anhui CPPCC, and all behaviors were also their cropping and combination of various materials and events that happened in Anhui. After such creation and reasoning about it all, the Anhui CPPCC finally named the protagonist of this story Cai Yuanpei.

Even though Chen Duxiu didn't oppose the views of these CPPCC people too much and didn't agree with killing Cai Yuanpei, he still felt that doing so was a bit excessive. Because Chen Duxiu really wanted to save Cai Yuanpei, while these people in the Anhui CPPCC didn't care about Cai Yuanpei's life or death; they just wanted to express their dissatisfaction with the People's Party. This was quite different from what Chen Duxiu wanted to express.

Thinking of this, "Gentlemen, I do have some channels to publish articles in Shanghai. How about this? I will also contact Anhui. Publish articles in Shanghai on one hand, and in Anhui on the other. But let's write our own separately and communicate more. I wonder what you think?"

"If we can publish articles in Anhui and Shanghai simultaneously, that would naturally be best. But with the People's Party's style..." The CPPCC members looked troubled.

"I will go talk to the person in charge here in Anhui. As you gentlemen said, since the People's Party advocates freedom of speech, how can we not even have the right to speak?" Chen Duxiu replied.

The CPPCC members looked at each other, their eyes full of difficulty. Finally, someone spoke up, "It's not that we can't speak, it's just that after speaking, things will be made difficult for us."

"Nothing under heaven is greater than reason. if you gentlemen speak directly about interests, it is naturally easy to arouse strong conflicts. But this time we are talking reason, talking about not killing more people. If the reasoning is correct, what do we have to fear?" Chen Duxiu didn't want to blindly support the actions of the CPPCC either. Although the liberated women acted a bit excessively, there was no reason to only allow the CPPCC to curse people while others couldn't talk back.

Seeing Chen Duxiu's firm attitude, these CPPCC members talked for a while and all expressed their agreement.
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Chapter 195 Butterfly's Wings (12)

Whether Cai Yuanpei should be killed or must be killed caused great controversy in the People's Party liberated areas. Discussions filled the newspapers, with some supporting Cai Yuanpei and others cursing the Western Zhejiang massacre. Ironically, the truly major events concerning the nation's destiny were ignored.

In industry, the People's Party's total steel output exceeded 5 million tons for the first time, and steel production broke through 1.2 million tons. The People's Party proposed that by 1920, six new railways would be built, and double lines for the Beijing-Hankou Railway, Beijing-Harbin Railway, and Luoyang-Lianyungang Railway would be constructed.

Preliminary construction work for the four 10,000-ton ships ordered by the United States at Jiangnan Shipyard also began. The United States also ordered twelve 1,000-ton coastal transport ships from Wuhan Shipbuilding Group for coconut collection and transportation. Wuhan Shipbuilding Group immediately began investing heavily in building new docks.

In education, the number of junior high school enrollments exceeded 8 million for the first time. The People's Party issued a notice nationwide, re-emphasizing that normal schools were free. If a directional agreement was signed with a normal school, all tuition fees could be waived starting from junior high school. The state would also provide certain subsidies.

Another matter was the government's strong promotion of the "mandatory clauses" in the "Compulsory Education Law," stating that anyone with a household registration in the People's Party liberated areas had the obligation to receive education.

In agriculture, the People's Party liberated areas added 20 million mu of irrigated land, and grain production continued to increase.

The old upper class had no interest in the industrial and agricultural development of the People's Party, nor any interest in "singing praises" for the People's Party. The people could not understand what these macroeconomic data meant. However, Britain and France were very interested in the data published by the People's Party. Both countries also paid attention to the People's Party's trial of Western Zhejiang. In the eyes of Britain and France, Cai Yuanpei was already a dead dog, with no need for salvation at all. The only pity for both countries was that they hadn't noticed Cai Yuanpei sooner. Compared with Beiyang, Cai Yuanpei showed greater determination and ability to act. If they had fully supported Cai Yuanpei earlier, the two countries might have had more cards to play when negotiating with the People's Party.

But now that Cai Yuanpei was finished, Britain and France had no other choice but to cooperate with the People's Party during the war in Europe.

France did not lack industrial products; they lacked labor. The first batch of 50,000 Chinese laborers from the People's Party had already boarded ships to France, and the French Minister to China received great praise from home. Britain's needs were more complex; the British side demanded that the People's Party expand exports to Japan "at preferential prices."

The "Anglo-Japanese Alliance" was the cornerstone of Britain's strategy in the Far East, and the British were very clear about this. The British, who were good at balancing strategies, would absolutely not do foolish things like giving up the initiative. Britain was a major industrial country, so the British Minister naturally would not believe the data published by the People's Party. Based on British experience, the price for such explosive industrial development would be that the People's Party controlled areas would have long been engulfed in flames of war.

Despite thinking that the People's Party was bragging to show off its industrial power and raise the asking price to the Entente Powers, Britain was also somewhat worried. The British side believed that the data published by the People's Party and future plans were probably exaggerated by more than double. calculating based on half of the published data as actual production capacity meant that the People's Party's industrial output was close to one-sixth of Russia's. China's population was four times that of Russia, and its agricultural level was far higher than Russia's. That is to say, the People's Party could very likely maintain an army of more than two million for several years of homeland defense war after the war in Europe. Britain did not wish for such a powerful country to rise in the Far East at all.

To balance China, the expansion of Chinese naval power must be suppressed, and the most readily available method was to support Japan. Japan, which suffered heavy losses due to the war in Northeast China, had now connected with Britain under the guidance of Takahashi Korekiyo. As Japan's creditor, Britain certainly felt good, but desperately squeezing Japanese labor to make Japan pay back the money was a better choice for Britain during the European war.

The biggest problem facing Japan was a shortage of raw materials, especially primary industrial products and heavy chemical products. Not to mention importing these products from Europe to Japan thousands of miles away, the cost and losses during transportation were enough to double the product prices. Europe was currently importing large quantities of heavy chemical products from China, so where would there be extra stuff for Japan? Britain must make China expand the output of industrial products, at least guaranteeing supply to Japan.

Vice Minister of Commerce Wang Bin, who negotiated with Britain, almost flatly rejected Britain's request. "Our current output cannot even guarantee domestic demand, let alone guarantee the total export volume to Japan, not to mention any preferential prices."

"Didn't your country's steel output already exceed five million tons?" the British Minister said in a slightly sarcastic tone.

"The population of our liberated areas is over 300 million, and the steel used for civilian purposes is only over 3 million tons. Do you know what the per capita is? One person averages 20 jin of iron, which is the amount of steel for a set of mediocre farm tools. If made into rails, it would only be this short a section." Wang Bin gestured a length of less than a foot as he spoke. "Your country's steel output is ten times ours, and your population is much smaller than ours. The per capita is dozens of times ours. Your country's industry has gone through hundreds of years of history, and the total accumulated over these hundreds of years is even more than ours. So we really cannot meet your country's request because your country's perspective on things is really different from ours. Your country really has it; we really don't."

The People's Party admitting the gap between the two countries so frankly made the British Minister feel quite good inside. However, Wang Bin's unexaggerated attitude also made the British side feel a kind of displeasure. There was no need to doubt the People's Party's policy of desperately developing industry while taking advantage of the European war situation. The People's Party's frank admission of the gap with Britain only showed that the People's Party had really carefully studied the gap between the two countries and was trying to narrow it. Such determination was praiseworthy, and such ambition was fearful.

With the European war fighting to this extent, Britain no longer believed that it could carry out a new round of conquering the world after the war ended. As early as after the Boer War, Britain began global contraction, primarily due to financial issues. With the European war proceeding to this point, Britain not only encountered a financial crisis, but the crisis brought by population loss also began to highlight itself.

Although there was no anti-war trend in Britain yet, some people were already "reflecting" on whether it was a wrong choice for Britain to spend great effort to defend a "regicide." If it were the British Crown Prince who was assassinated in Serbia, would Britain make a different choice from Austria?

Since the possibility of a large-scale war with the People's Party after the war was minimal, Britain must maintain Japan's strength. The British Minister did not haggle with Wang Bin on these matters. He said: "The matter of price can continue to be discussed. Our side wants to discuss with your country regarding your country's subscription to our bonds."

This was a three-year bond with a total amount of 200 million pounds, no discount, and no handling fees. Pricing was based on the prices of goods exported by the People's Party to Britain in January 1917. Before using up this money, Britain did not need to pay any currency to the People's Party, and the two sides would settle this.

Of course, the British also knew that the People's Party was not easy to talk to. He laughed: "Regarding your country's request to lease land in Malaya to grow palms, our government has also expressed agreement. We can reach an agreement in the near future."

"Customs silver must be paid in spot silver." Wang Bin did not object to other terms but raised this one request.

The British Minister's eyebrows frowned slightly. It was now the era of the gold standard, and the price of silver had been falling all the way. Even if China was still on the silver standard, such a request could not help but make the British Minister feel a taste of retaliation. However, this request could not be said to be unreasonable. The People's Party's tariff was only 5%, so the British Minister frowned and agreed.

As soon as the agreement was reached, the British side gave the People's Party a long order list, listing demands ranging from ores, raw silk, silk, chemical supplies, to even grain. The most ridiculous thing was that it actually included opium.

Seeing the item of opium, Wang Bin's eyebrows immediately stood up. The Opium War created painful memories for China. Even the Manchu Qing knew to ban opium, let alone the People's Party.

The British side seemed not to see Wang Bin's changed face and said: "We have read the full text of the 'Narcotics Control Regulations' promulgated by your country. This is official trade. We hope your country can export opium, tincture of opium, and morphine."

Listening to the British Minister's words, Wang Bin's face was twitching. Throughout China, not only the People's Party but all people of insight hated the opium disaster deeply. After the Opium War, starting from the late 1860s, domestic opium first formed a competitive advantage over imported opium in Yunnan, Guizhou, Sichuan, and other places. By the 1870s, it developed into nationwide cultivation, and in the 1880s, it completely overwhelmed imported opium. Domestic opium achieved complete victory in the fierce opium market competition. This might be the only commercial war victory China achieved in the countless commercial wars of the 19th century. But such a victory was a tragedy, carrying too much bitterness and helplessness, because the bigger the market, the more suffering it brought to the Chinese people, and the deeper China's crisis.

Chen Ke and the People's Party firmly opposed drug trade and were merciless in banning drugs and executing drug dealers. However, the People's Party upheld a scientific attitude and did not implement a measure to overturn everything with one stick regarding narcotics. Therefore, in the base areas, in addition to special laws like the "Anti-Drug Law," the criminal law also contained several contents related to drugs. At the same time, the People's Party's judicial system also had the practical application of the "Narcotics Control Regulations."

Opium itself has considerable medicinal value, and its application range is even quite wide. The key is not to use opium as a drug. The People's Party's level of farming was not just generally high, but considerably high. The problem was that in planting opium, the People's Party seemed to be cursed by heaven; several attempts at planting were unsuccessful. Lack of experience was certainly one aspect, but no one being willing to put their heart into organizing this work properly also played a huge role.

However, war and the continuously expanding public medical system had a demand for opium, even a considerable demand. To give a simple example, in this era where clean drinking water was not universal, acute diarrhea was a very common problem, and the mortality rate was not low. At present, when there were no major breakthroughs in pharmacology and medical science, the therapeutic effect of taking a trace amount of opium paste orally was excellent, without the side effect of addiction. Just for this item, there was huge demand every year.

Imports were too expensive, plus the People's Party completely banned opium in grain-producing areas. It was not until the People's Party liberated Yunnan and Guizhou that there were quite a few locals growing opium in Yunnan and Guizhou. Due to the complex situation in Yunnan and Guizhou, a simple land reform could not completely change the local situation. Finally, while killing private opium dealers on a large scale, the People's Party prohibited smoking in Yunnan and Guizhou on one hand, and signed opium purchase agreements with farmers in Yunnan and Guizhou on the other.

Such an incompetent handling method had already made many comrades in the People's Party feel extremely ashamed. Unexpectedly, this bunch of British opium dealers actually had the cheek to purchase opium from China. It stabbed deeply into Wang Bin's sense of shame.

Calming his emotions, Wang Bin asked: "As the world's largest opium producer and seller, how can your country lack opium?"

"War demand is too great!" the British Minister replied. From his tone, Wang Bin discovered the British Minister's helplessness. You descendants of opium dealers also have today! Wang Bin felt great in his heart. After looking at the content regarding opium again, Wang Bin said: "If it is stimulant drugs during wartime, our side also has research. Of course, your side knows that our 'Narcotics Control Regulations' are extremely strict. If your side is interested in these and willing to try, we can reach a secret agreement."

The British Minister's eyes lit up. In Europe, there was a "rumor" regarding the earth-shaking changes in the Chinese people. The content was that chemist Chen Ke had developed a drug for war, which could make cowardly Chinese soldiers become fearless of death.

In contemporary Europe and America, as 606 and 914 gradually curbed the spread of syphilis, it was hard to determine whether Chen Ke's greatest fame was as the leader of the People's Party or as a pharmaceutical chemist. The drug that changed soldiers' fighting will was still just a "rumor" so far, although most Europeans who heard this statement expressed belief. However, without evidence, foreign governments couldn't publicly say this about the People's Party. Not to mention that war itself was a living hell, and using drugs in hell to relieve the terrible pressure endured by soldiers was also a tradition of European armies.

The British Minister asked with very professional vocabulary: "How is the addictiveness?"

"Much smaller than heroin, even lighter than morphine." Wang Bin's answer made the British Minister believe the "rumor" even more. He agreed with Wang Bin to send some "samples" to the British Minister for "trial" as soon as possible, before the focus of discussion turned back to the huge list again.

The drug provided by Wang Bin was methamphetamine. Using a small dose can improve a person's mood, giving a feeling of increased ability and heightened awakening. It shows high spirits, clarity, alertness, talkativeness, enthusiasm, active thinking, high mood, concentrated attention, and improved work ability. Moreover, there is no sense of fatigue or hunger during long hours of work or study. Therefore, even until the 70s, methamphetamine was a legal stimulant in many industries. European and American countries used it in World War II, and Japan abused it in the air force.

After receiving the "samples" provided by Wang Bin, the British Minister immediately found people to try them. Unlike opium-series drugs, the users felt relaxed all over, and the whole person showed great ability improvement in all aspects.

After only three or four days of observation, the British Minister transmitted this "major discovery" back to Britain.

Because Britain was not too cautious when testing the drug, the French also discovered this matter. After requesting "samples" from Wang Bin and also conducting experiments on living people, the French Minister's telegram regarding this also immediately flew back to France.
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Chapter 195 Butterfly's Wings (13)

April 1, 1917, Reims, a city in northeastern France.

On the edge of Reims, a not-so-wide river flowed quietly. This ordinary river had a once ordinary name: "Marne River." Since the outbreak of the European War in 1914, this river had been dyed red several times by the blood of the French and Germans. It had also been blasted countless times by whistling shells, splashing water and mud everywhere.

Now, on this land where shrapnel could be kicked up with a few casual steps, a regiment of French soldiers was about to take on the task of the vanguard launching an attack on the German army. The "anti-gas" tablets had been taken by the French army, and the "breathing aid" powder had also been inhaled into the nostrils of the French officers and soldiers.

Only a few minutes later, these French troops, who originally looked suspicious and exhausted, changed. Their suspicious gazes became firm and sharp, and their exhaustion flew away from those French soldiers without a trace, as if they had grown wings. The French officers and soldiers, who hadn't exercised seriously for a long time, spontaneously began to stretch, squat, and stretch their legs. The strength that had been dormant for a long time suddenly erupted from within them, forcing the French officers and soldiers to release it through exercise.

Not only the soldiers and lower-ranking officers, but even the regimental commander, who had been gloomy for months, showed a long-lost smile. He issued orders in a voice full of power, and various units began to run, move their bodies, and perform military drills. Even the order to clean guns was carried out.

Since the Battle of Verdun last year, French troops generally had been unwilling to engage in offensive warfare again. The French upper echelons had to agree to let the French soldiers implement defense. The French army had been fighting against the attacking German army with machine guns and mortars in fortresses and bunkers. Even if the German army approached the trenches, the French army refused to expose themselves to German fire to shoot. They relied on powerful slingshots to launch grenades against the incoming German army.

This was already very lucky. The regiment appointed to lead the charge now had almost started a mutiny back then. And the reason why this regiment, used as a vanguard, was not punished was that the entire French army was almost about to launch a collective mutiny.

The roar of cannons on the battlefield that seemed never to stop, and the bullets that seemed to be everywhere, almost drove all the French troops crazy. Even bearing the stigma of mutiny, these soldiers were unwilling to stay on the battlefield equivalent to hell. However, such a unit had now magically recovered its vitality.

Even though they knew their task was to launch an attack, and they also understood very well that the French upper echelons had once promised that "soldiers will never participate in harsh battles attacking the German army again," the rapidly flowing blood and the unusually clear mind unknowingly established confidence, driving fear and unease out of their minds. These French soldiers felt a desire in their chests, an indescribable true desire. After the exercise, these soldiers gathered again into neat ranks, and everyone's eyes invariably looked towards the regimental commander standing on a stool looking down from above.

"Compatriots of France! Behind us is the land of France, where our parents and relatives are. In front of us is still the land of France, but it is not the French who are entrenched there, but the Jerries! Today, we are going to take back our French land. If we can't do it, we will kneel before the Germans again like 46 years ago..."

The regimental commander felt his thinking was particularly clear today. He could actually clearly remember that the Franco-Prussian War broke out and ended from 1870 to 1871. He even calculated in just an instant that 1917 minus 1871 equaled 46. He discovered even more that he actually had the courage to fight, and could clearly explain the reasons for fighting to the French officers and soldiers of his regiment who were listless not long ago.

Scanning with his eyes, the regimental commander could almost see the face of every French officer and soldier clearly, and could feel their increasingly excited emotions. The intense breathing, the skin becoming lively due to surging blood, the regimental commander could see and even feel it all.

After a long series of highly inflammatory mobilization, the regimental commander shouted: "Soldiers, although we once dared not fight, the time to wash away our shame has arrived! Long live! France!"

"Long live! France!" Nearly half of the soldiers shouted in unison.

Humans are such a group-oriented creature. With repeated shouting, all the officers and soldiers shouted together. The blood boiling in their chests, and that indescribable desire, were all gathered under the slogan "Long live! France!" amidst the excited mass emotion. Even the regimental commander himself became intoxicated.

Finally, the regimental commander used his last bit of strength to shout: "Go! Follow me to battle!" That cry full of true feelings pierced the air and almost echoed in the sky.

Four hours later, the headquarters received the news. Led by this French infantry regiment filled with defeatism, where the vast majority of soldiers could almost be equated with traitors, the French army launched a brave attack on the opposite German position. The attack failed, but according to the observations of observers and reconnaissance planes, when other regiments hesitated to advance under German artillery fire, lay on the ground, and hid motionless in trenches huddled together, the vanguard regiment continued to advance despite suffering huge losses. Some soldiers who rushed into the German trenches launched a tragic bayonet fight even when surrounded by the German army.

After summarizing this news, the personnel at the headquarters suddenly exploded. The general process was first to curse the female relatives of all generations of the traitors on the front line and rear, and then curse the logistics department for sending "anti-gas drugs" to the front line only after the war had been going on for several years.

This unit was not the only one taking and inhaling "anti-gas drugs." The French General Headquarters collected more results.

"Anti-gas drugs" could effectively improve all ability indices of the French army. Physical strength, speed, reaction time, and even courage that could not be seen or touched could be generated out of thin air like magic.

The war had lasted so long. Whether Britain or France, they had long used various drugs in large quantities in the army to treat mental illnesses on the battlefield. Cigarettes were nothing; opium and morphine had long become the most common therapeutic drugs. Those drugs could only relieve the heavy pressure and great pain on the soldiers' minds after the war. No drug had ever been able to stimulate soldiers' strength and fighting spirit before the war like "anti-gas drugs."

Of course, not all experiments achieved extremely satisfactory results. Those damned people in the logistics department requested finding eloquent soldiers to carry out large-scale pre-war mobilization, shouting slogans, brainwashing, etc. However, with the current fighting will of the French army, it was difficult to find enough guys who could incite fighting will, so some attacks were inevitably discounted.

France did not lack orators. After discussion, the General Headquarters believed that orators could be urgently recruited and allowed to take and inhale "anti-gas drugs" before giving speeches. In short, various strategies emerged like a blowout. This was also an extremely rare thing in the French General Headquarters.

However, when the General Headquarters asked the logistics department to continue providing "anti-gas drugs" for the upcoming large-scale offensive battles, the logistics department stated, "The drugs are used up; you have to wait a bit longer."

Such a delay in war opportunities almost made the General Headquarters send the logistics department to a military court. Telegrams from the French side immediately flew to China, ten thousand miles away.

Wang Bin, the commercial representative of the People's Party, said sincerely to the French Minister: "Although we have not conducted enough research, this drug will inevitably lead to a considerable degree of side effects. We have already listed these drugs in the list of controlled drugs attached to our 'Narcotics Control Regulations.' So I hope your country can consider large-scale use only after conducting more research on it."

The French Minister politely waited for Wang Bin to finish. His folded arms pressed on the table, and his upper body leaned over the table. In a tone of genuine anxiety, the French Minister asked: "Please say it! What price do you want?"

On April 4, 1917, in front of the heavily guarded Louvre in Paris, the Chinese Minister and staff, together with the French, carefully loaded the "spoils of war" looted by France from China and then exhibited in the Louvre onto trucks. The long convoy would drive to Cherbourg, where Chinese cultural relics would be shipped to China. Along with them was a considerable amount of silver, which was the price Wang Bin demanded.

China and France reached a secret agreement on this matter. China did not admit selling any drugs to France, and at the same time, France could not sell these "anti-gas drugs" back to China for any reason or in any way after the war. Just one day before these looted Chinese cultural relics were loaded, France entrusted British warships to enter the Yangtze River and sail urgently to Wuhu. After receiving the "anti-gas drugs" in Wuhu, they turned and sailed to Europe, striving to transport these goods to Europe and France in the shortest possible time.

For France, the last attempt not only organized a real offensive that had not been seen for a long time but also achieved another unexpected effect: it could consume a large number of those "dangerous soldiers with treasonous intentions." The fighting will of the new recruits replenished in the rear defense was far tougher than those old soldiers tortured by the battlefield for three years, and the loyalty of the new recruits was more reliable. The French upper echelons had been frightened by the near collective mutiny of the French army in 1916 and dared not touch those old soldiers just to maintain the army. With a brand-new solution, they felt as if a big stone had fallen from their hearts. They were filled with doubled longing for the "anti-gas drugs" to arrive in France as soon as possible.

"Chairman Chen, is it appropriate to do this?" Although commercial representative Wang Bin negotiated a big deal, Wang Bin felt very uneasy about France preparing to use this stimulant on a large scale.

"The Germans have advanced military technology; the French rely on divine skills to protect their bodies. That's probably what it is." Chen Ke was not as sentimental as Wang Bin. The French organizing death charges in the late stages of World War I was not "news" to Chen Ke. If he didn't know the nature of the French, Chen Ke originally planned to sell the drugs to the British.

On the battlefields of World War I, stimulants were already extremely popular. Britain had hundreds of thousands more drug addicts who had served in the army after the war. The French relied on death charges to consume French soldiers driven to mutiny by the hellish battlefield. Originally, Chen Ke didn't know this. It was thanks to the French; a French female director made a movie depicting the Battle of Stalingrad called "Enemy at the Gates." Chen Ke could remember this movie because of the road; he and a few brothers and girls walked home after watching the movie.

Later, there was news that when this female director visited Russia, she was protested by Soviet veterans throwing stones. After discussions on various forums, the matter of the French death charges in the late stages of World War I was finally dug out.

The French were so cruel to their own people; Chen Ke had no reason to be more merciful than the French upper echelons. As for the British side, methamphetamine addiction was much easier to treat than heroin addiction. Chen Ke had explicitly ordered Wang Bin to emphasize again and again to the government purchasers from France and Britain who came to buy these drugs the possible consequences and side effects of the drugs. Without any coercion, narcotics trade between countries was completely legal. After the People's Party had done everything it could, there was absolutely no reason to refuse the purchase requests made by the British and French governments.

Wang Bin had never seen the movie where Dongfang Bubai played by Brigitte Lin said "You have Western technology, I have divine skills to protect my body," so he couldn't understand Chen Ke's sense of humor. Moreover, Wang Bin cared more about the moral level of the People's Party, so he still advised: "Chairman Chen, once this starts, I'm afraid there will be endless troubles."

"Comrade Wang Bin, you say this because you haven't experienced those extreme environments. Have you walked on the bridge of a steel mill? Below is molten steel at thousands of degrees. If a person falls, not even dregs remain; they are burned to fly ash immediately. Have you driven a car for more than ten hours continuously? Have you experienced a battlefield where shells explode every second in front of and behind you? We, the People's Party, don't use these things now because our soldiers know why they fight, so they can endure such a terrible environment. But many workers under extreme conditions cannot endure it. Not to mention those European soldiers fighting for Entente capitalists. Of course, we will not allow these things to become popular domestically; you can rest assured about this. And don't consider this trade with pan-moralism. In the face of inescapable reality, people's moral considerations are different. Drinking poison to quench thirst; when extremely thirsty, even poisoned wine must be drunk."

Listening to Chen Ke's words, Wang Bin fell silent. He knew very well how firm Chen Ke and the People's Party were in their stance on drug prohibition and anti-drugs, but the world was just this cruel. To win the war, the French Minister begged Wang Bin to agree to provide drugs. If there was even a tiny bit of hesitation in France's attitude, this deal would not have been made. The French had no hesitation; what the French had was a strong desire.

At least those looted national treasures could finally return home! Wang Bin could only use this reason to comfort himself at this time. This was also the only reason he could find to put his conscience at ease.
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Chapter 196 Butterfly's Wings (14)

"Revolution breaks out in Russia; the Tsar is overthrown." "The United States requests to formally sign a treaty with us regarding joint declaration of war by the US and China." "Large-scale battles between French and German troops are taking place between Reims and Soissons." "The Russian Provisional Government states it will resolutely not withdraw from the Entente Powers and will continue to fight." ......

After the People's Party entered the world stage with a relatively equal status for the first time, all kinds of complicated information flooded in like a tide. Before determining how to respond, it was discovered that international telegraph costs had soared.

As far as Chen Ke himself was concerned, he fully understood why the information technology revolution allowed the United States to win so many actual economic benefits. The higher the level of industrialization, the smoother the information flow and the lower the cost. When Chen Ke time-traveled, one gram of silver was less than three yuan. Not to mention network communication, even using international calls to transmit a few messages from abroad to China would not exceed the price of one gram of silver. However, the above news cost more than three hundred taels of silver in telegraph fees, which was more than ten thousand times the cost of modern communication.

Chen Ke calculated that if he wanted to build a more effective communication system, the initial technological investment might look huge now, but the subsequent efficiency would save the money back in a few years.

The comrades did not have Chen Ke's troubles and considerations; that was really too advanced for them. What everyone worried about was how to deal with the current situation, trying to make various prompt judgments based on the received news, and also determining the correctness of the judgments. The difficulty was no less than Chen Ke considering how to improve the technological level of the information industry under the current situation.

To temporarily deal with foreign issues, Chen Ke organized a Foreign Affairs Committee responsible for contacting and negotiating. This time, Zhang Yu retired from the leading position and returned to the propaganda department. Wang Bin, the Ministry of Commerce's representative to the US, temporarily took over the duties of the Foreign Affairs Committee. The so-called committee's strategic planning and final decisions still had to be reported to Chen Ke and ultimately decided by him.

The comrades now even lacked the idea of asking questions. It wasn't that everyone didn't want to ask, but asking fewer questions was just a waste of time. If they asked Chen Ke systematically, everyone knew that neither they nor Chen Ke had that time to waste on this.

The layouts that seemed understated and inexplicable before had now become the strategic cornerstone of the People's Party's foreign affairs. Even manufacturing things like stimulants that couldn't be put on the table could exchange for national treasures lost overseas for China. It could also earn some gold and silver from Britain and France along the way. The money earned could not only recoup all the investment in drug research and development but even support the financial expenses of the Fine Chemical Research Institute and the Analytical Chemistry Research Institute for three years.

Industries that the cadres of the People's Party used to look at with bitterness and deep hatred were now profitable across the board through foreign trade. Coconut processing, an industry with quite thin profits relying entirely on industrial scale operation, also made a lot of money due to the export of produced coconut portable food, palm cables, and even buttons. Steel enterprises, as long as they could produce steel, absolutely did not worry about sales. Even pig iron with limited uses and low prices could make a lot of money by transshipping to Japan through the British. Not to mention the continuously rising international grain prices, allowing chestnuts originally produced in many mountainous areas to sell wildly internationally. As for mechanical processing and heavy chemical products with higher technical content, these products had been like the emperor's daughter who didn't worry about getting married for several years.

Whenever the railway expanded to a new area, the specialty products of that area could enter the People's Party's expanding list of commodities. Not to mention raw silk, an industry that would never disappoint people. The people of Shandong, especially the impoverished areas of Yimeng Mountain, showed signs of getting rid of poverty and becoming rich within two years relying on tussah silkworms. The impoverished areas of Dabie Mountain near the Yangtze River line had already realized the process of initially getting rid of poverty through raw silk and tea income.

And Chen Ke's performance made the comrades feel even more at ease. Through the surging wind and clouds of the world situation, Chen Ke became incredibly calm, as if the vigorous wars happening in the world and the fierce changes caused by the wars were as gentle as a clear breeze and bright moon.

Practical experience told the comrades that when the situation seemed deadlocked and quiet, Chen Ke would occasionally show anxiety and impatience. Moreover, Chen Ke would always boldly push various radical plans or lead the whole party to bury their heads in hard preparation. When the situation entered a stage of fierce turbulence, it was the season for the People's Party to harvest massively. Before it was domestic, now the harvesting sickle of the People's Party had begun to wave internationally.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army officially took over Northern Vietnam and Laos. The masses in these two regions were not much different from those in Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. As soon as the war in Europe ended, these two regions would be formally incorporated into China as provinces. Recovering lost territories and expanding frontiers without unifying China surpassed the comrades' imagination of civil and military achievements.

While things were smooth sailing internationally, domestic problems, especially the issue surrounding Cai Yuanpei's life and death, fermented even more. The debate of several months finally crossed the turning point in early May, and the situation gradually became clear. Those more impatient comrades discovered again that waiting and patience were essential virtues for a person.

The attitude of the masses had always been clear; they all supported the execution of Cai Yuanpei. The reason was very simple: the masses supported the policies of the People's Party. The Guangfu Society in Western Zhejiang executed policies similar to the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei started a massacre in Western Zhejiang, so if Cai Yuanpei seized the territory of the People's Party, he would inevitably start a massacre against the people in the People's Party's territory. Therefore, the masses did not think there was any reason to pardon Cai Yuanpei at all.

Those who supported Cai Yuanpei not dying believed that Cai Yuanpei did not kill for personal gain, and his actions were entirely out of political considerations. Li Dazhao in Beijing, even though he believed Cai Yuanpei had indeed committed great sins of killing, thought political prisoners should not be executed. It was unfair for the People's Party to designate Cai Yuanpei as a criminal. Chen Duxiu, Chairman of the Anhui CPPCC, supported this greatly. He even declared that if Cai Yuanpei must be killed, he should be killed as a political prisoner. Otherwise, this would be "death not for his crime," a kind of power play played by the People's Party.

The first job Zhang Yu did after regaining control of the Propaganda Department was to write a signed article "A Brief Analysis of the Constitution and Political Prisoners." In the article, Zhang Yu analyzed repeatedly that there was no concept of political prisoners in the Constitution of the People's Party. Discussing what happened in reality, what stance one held was by no means a reason for conviction. Since the concept of political prisoners did not exist in the People's Party at all, Cai Yuanpei was naturally not a political prisoner.

Thus, the focus of the debate immediately turned towards the legislative basis of the People's Party Constitution. The matter in Article 1 of the Constitution regarding the liberated areas being political entities led by the People's Party became the focus of attack.

Zhang Yu took out the resolution records of the People's Congresses of various provinces in the liberated areas. This article was passed by the vote of the People's Congress, not forcibly written into the Constitution by the People's Party itself.

When the debate reached this point, Li Dazhao was the first to withdraw from the debate. He only implored Chen Ke to use the Chairman's power of special pardon to pardon Cai Yuanpei.

Zhang Yu immediately mocked Li Dazhao, "The State Chairman certainly has the power of special pardon, but the request for special pardon is not made by the Chairman, but by the People's Congress, and finally issued by the State Chairman. It is really ridiculous to come and request a special pardon without even clarifying that power belongs to the people."

Even though mocked by Zhang Yu, Li Dazhao remained silent. Instead, Chen Duxiu continued to plead for Cai Yuanpei. He believed that not setting up political prisoners and not punishing anyone for political views was a great political progress. However, this did not indicate that someone would not use judicial means to deal with people with different political views. Cai Yuanpei's actions were all during his administration in Zhejiang, and at that time, there were political prisoners in Zhejiang. Even if dealing with Cai Yuanpei, the laws of Zhejiang at that time should be used to solve the problem. Or use the Constitution and laws of the Republic of China that were still in use in Zhejiang at that time to solve the problem.

Zhang Yu mocked Chen Duxiu: where is the logic that the People's Party leaves its own laws unused but insists on using Zhejiang's laws? Moreover, those who sued Cai Yuanpei were the families and friends of those killed. The People's Party had no intention of paying attention to Zhejiang's past politics. Someone sued Cai Yuanpei for murder, and the People's Party determined after investigation that it was a fact that Cai Yuanpei premeditated murder. So Cai Yuanpei was sentenced to death according to the facts. Since the concept of political prisoner did not exist in the People's Party's laws, it was naturally impossible to touch a hair of Cai Yuanpei due to political factors.

By early June, some local celebrities either gave up "rescue" or simply focused on clearing Cai Yuanpei's name like Chen Duxiu. Whether giving up or clearing his name, in fact, these celebrities knew very well that they were powerless to save Cai Yuanpei's life.

On the contrary, the former gentry in the localities, since they finally had the opportunity to challenge the People's Party and learned that the People's Party would not punish them for political views, even if anxious in their hearts, these people began to try to elaborate their political concepts and oppose various policies of the People's Party including land reform.

As a result, the People's Party really stuck to the declared law of not setting up political prisoners and not convicting people for different political concepts. Those people who originally seemed to gather together to try to rescue Cai Yuanpei began to disintegrate rapidly under the People's Party's strategy of responding to all changes with constancy by adhering to the Constitution and laws, revealing their true colors one after another.

Whatever policies the People's Party promoted—land revolution, equality between men and women, compulsory education, industrial development—these people opposed. The reasons for opposition were bizarre, but summarized into one point: "Landlords and gentry want to continue to hold power."

Zhang Yu originally didn't believe that these granite heads had any salvage value, and facts also proved that this bunch of people shrank into the "glory memories" of the past and refused to face reality. But what surprised Zhang Yu a bit was that these guys actually had no reaction to the fact that the United States declared war on the Central Powers in May after the People's Party concluded a war declaration treaty with the United States. They attacked everything, but just didn't attack the biggest change in the People's Party's foreign affairs.

Because Yuwen Badu was also responsible for matters in this regard, Zhang Yu couldn't help finding Yuwen Badu to discuss this issue.

"Those people are afraid of foreigners." Yuwen Badu didn't even feel puzzled, "Besides, do you think they can distinguish what camp those foreigners belong to? Do they know what the Entente Powers and the Central Powers are all about?"

"Even if they don't know, they should at least make some noise, right?" Zhang Yu was still somewhat puzzled.

Yuwen Badu looked at Zhang Yu carefully, wanting to determine if Zhang Yu was joking. Determining that Zhang Yu was indeed not joking, Yuwen Badu replied: "Minister Zhang, we must seek truth from facts. I can only provide an inference now. Those people probably still think about relying on the power of foreign devils to get rid of our People's Party in the future. Precisely because they can't distinguish the difference between foreign devils, they dare not make a sound. They are probably afraid of saying the wrong thing now and being held a grudge by foreign devils."

Zhang Yu hadn't communicated with people of low quality for a long time. After listening to Yuwen Badu's explanation, Zhang Yu spent several minutes considering the explanation proposed by Yuwen Badu. The more he thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. It was just that Zhang Yu felt Yuwen Badu still overestimated the landlords and gentry. How could such a bunch of country bumpkins take various worldwide forces into consideration?

"This inference makes sense, but inference is still inference," Zhang Yu said.

Yuwen Badu admitted frankly, "I said long ago that this is an inference. The basis of this inference is that the gentry are at their wit's end on this matter. The biggest manifestation of a guilty conscience is barking loudly but daring not to provoke more enemies."

Zhang Yu rolled his eyes, "Comrade Yuwen Badu, a few months ago you were gritting your teeth and insisting on getting rid of this bunch of landlords and gentry. How come a few months passed and you are not afraid of them at all?"

These words poked Yuwen Badu's "shame point." He blushed and replied very embarrassedly: "I also think it's too shameful that I actually took this bunch of birdmen seriously a few months ago. Whatever others said, I took it for real. This is too shameful, too shameful."

Hearing this, Zhang Yu looked somewhat respectful. He said to Yuwen Badu very seriously: "Comrade Yuwen Badu, knowing that superficial phenomena are never reliable is really great progress. It seems that for this year's Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee, I have to cast a vote for you."

Mentioning the People's Party Plenary Session, Yuwen Badu's expression became completely serious. In the past, the situation was turbulent, and the work of central leaders changed frequently. Chen Ke even fled everywhere with the General Office of the Central Committee. Now the situation was gradually stabilizing. When the whole country was liberated, mobile office work would no longer be the mainstream, at least not fluctuating as much as now. The Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee would be a meeting to determine the new order, or at least to determine the true core leadership.

Yuwen Badu said: "With my ability, I don't consider entering the decision-making level at all. It's enough to do a good job at the executive level. But Minister Zhang, as the Minister of Propaganda, you are qualified to participate in every Standing Committee meeting. I have high hopes for you."

"Tch!" Zhang Yu sneered, "Participating in this meeting doesn't mean I am qualified to lead the meeting's resolutions. I am also working at the executive level. The adjustment of the Central Committee this time will definitely not be small. Now the Politburo gives great power to the Organization Department and the Propaganda Department, but in my opinion, these two departments hold great power but will happen not to have seats in the Standing Committee of the Politburo."

"Why?" Although Yuwen Badu felt Zhang Yu was right, he still wanted to ask what was going on.

These words undoubtedly disappointed Zhang Yu very much. He rolled his eyes, "You can go ask Comrade Qi Huishen about this, or go ask Comrade Ren Qiying. I think they will explain it clearly to you."
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Yuwen Badu always believed that Ren Qiying was more suitable for the Organization Department than himself, but Ren Qiying had absolutely no interest in the work of the Organization Department. Since Zhang Yu, with a hint of sarcasm, asked Yuwen Badu to ask Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu really went to find Ren Qiying. If she didn't know Yuwen Badu too well, Ren Qiying would have thought that Comrade Yuwen Badu, the Deputy Minister of the Organization Department, was deliberately finding fault. Ren Qiying was both admiring and speechless about Chen Ke placing Yuwen Badu in such a perfectly suitable position. So she told Yuwen Badu seriously, "I think you should discuss this kind of thing with Comrade Qi Huishen."

"I have never been familiar with Comrade Qi Huishen, and honestly speaking, I am a little afraid of Comrade Qi Huishen." Facing his old partner, Yuwen Badu spoke from the bottom of his heart.

Responding to Yuwen Badu's heartfelt words, Ren Qiying simply spoke frankly to the end, "If Comrade Qi Huishen wanted to punish you, even ten Yuwen Badus would be sent flying by him. Badu, let me put it this way: you are truly a good person and a good comrade, so everyone bears no malice towards you. If you had even a little bit of selfishness, you would have been sent to who knows where long ago."

It wasn't that the People's Party didn't have internal strife; the stability of the high-level leadership was entirely built on Chen Ke's iron fist. There were no personal relationships between Chen Ke and the comrades. He Zudao, Chen Ke's recognized disciple and die-hard follower, also won everyone's recognition through his own ability. At any rate, with family heritage and insight from the 21st century, Chen Ke was very sensitive to meaningless struggles. Before struggles turned into personnel battles, he used perfecting the system and formulating more detailed organizational norms to solve conflicts. The high-level leaders were not fools. In the present where interest groups had not yet fully developed, everyone could see who had selfishness and who didn't.

So the situation never deteriorated to an unbearable degree, truly relying on the power of the organization.

Yuwen Badu was certainly not a fool either. Although he couldn't understand the subtle mentality of those top-ranking superiors in the high-level leadership of the People's Party, he did possess the standard to command the grassroots. Hearing the words of his old partner Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu was not angry at all. "Comrade Ren Qiying, let alone Comrade Qi Huishen, I can't even compare to you."

Hearing such sincere words, Ren Qiying said seriously, "I know saying it is like not saying it, but I emphasize again, Comrade Badu, don't say this about me. Everyone has their own characteristics. Many things about you, for example, your adherence to principles, I really can't compare. If you really feel admiration for me, then I beg you, don't mention me whatever you say."

"Naturally, naturally." Yuwen Badu had suffered a lot in actual work. The experience he accumulated in actual work was that most of what he said would be maliciously distorted or even deliberately used by people with ulterior motives. His words praising Ren Qiying had been used many times, causing Yuwen Badu to later firmly state that all his statements were his own thoughts and his own understanding of organizational documents when speaking. He dared not mention any specific person anymore.

Ren Qiying certainly knew what a good person Yuwen Badu was, so she advised: "Comrade Badu, I really suggest you find time to have a good talk with Comrade Qi Huishen. If you can gain some understanding after using the things he says, it will be very beneficial to you, to the work, and even to the revolutionary cause."

"Then what is the difference between Comrade Qi Huishen and Chairman Chen?" Yuwen Badu asked.

Ren Qiying didn't want Yuwen Badu to lose himself in the huge changes that followed. Sometimes, if a person can stick to themselves from beginning to end, big trouble won't happen. What is feared is the kind of guy who wants to improve himself but ends up wrongly intervening in fields he is not suitable for at all. After thinking for a while, Ren Qiying said: "The difference is that both Chairman Chen and Comrade Qi Huishen can be guides, but you and I cannot. If the two of us lead the way, it must be a blind road. And even if the road is right in front of us, the two of us may not necessarily be able to see that it is the road. So you don't have to think about immediately becoming Chairman Chen or Comrade Qi Huishen. You just follow your previous practice: when that road is pointed out, you walk forward without hesitation. When you can see that road, you walk forward yourself. Comrade Badu, I mean it sincerely. In terms of seeing the road clearly, you are better than me. In terms of commanding people how to walk like a landlord's wife, I am better than you. So, just walk along the original path like this, and that will do." Sometimes half-knowledge is more terrible and harmful than ignorance.

Yuwen Badu didn't know that his biggest advantage was being willing to listen to advice; he was a person who listened to advice. Since Ren Qiying said so, the thought of going to find Qi Huishen was also dispelled by himself. However, not long after his conversation with Ren Qiying, Qi Huishen actually took the initiative to come to Yuwen Badu's door. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, I hope you can be responsible with me for suppressing those voices of injustice within the Organization Department."

"Ah?" Yuwen Badu was a bit confused. "Suppress who?"

"Someone in the Organization Department proposed that heads of organization departments at all levels should become members of the standing committees of party committees at all levels. This is absolutely impossible. Heads of organization departments and propaganda departments at all levels are qualified to attend party committee meetings at all levels, qualified to participate in meetings, and even able to independently veto some requirements of the party committee in the fields of the Organization Department and Propaganda Department. However, this does not mean that the Organization Department and Propaganda Department are above the Party Committee. Our Organization Department and Propaganda Department still have to accept the supervision of the Politics and Law Committee. Is the Politics and Law Committee the overlord of the People's Party? We are all members of the whole organization. Anyone must accept the supervision of others, and anyone must do their own job well." When Qi Huishen talked about the problems of the Organization Department, he was full of anger.

Yuwen Badu felt every time that he might not necessarily understand specifically what Qi Huishen was saying, but Yuwen Badu knew very well the darkness of the human heart. That couldn't even be described as darkness; he felt that perhaps it should be described as "feudal power enfeoffment" or "bureaucracy." Chen Ke had said that anyone and any organization has the impulse and action to expand their coverage to infinity. Such impulses and actions generally stop only when they encounter strong resistance. Therefore, having drive and ability to act are rare and commendable qualities, but what is even more rare and commendable is restraining oneself from doing certain things.

After having the discussion with Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu was actually also thinking about his differences from other comrades. Listening to Qi Huishen's discussion, Yuwen Badu suddenly discovered that although Chen Ke and Qi Huishen looked completely different on many things, they were quite consistent in knowing what they should not do. The only difference lay in that Chen Ke had to order the People's Party not to do certain things, while Qi Huishen, even if inferior to Chen Ke in some matters, knew very well what not to do when managing his own department.

Yuwen Badu said: "I will have a good talk with the comrades about this matter. As long as comrades come to me to talk about this, I will stop them from doing so. However, the whole discussion should still be discussed at the party meeting, right?"

"This is natural," Qi Huishen replied.

Yuwen Badu couldn't figure out whether Qi Huishen's attitude was approval or dissatisfaction, but Yuwen Badu was not the kind of person who would change his attitude towards the Party Committee because of others' dissatisfaction. At any time, Yuwen Badu firmly believed that the resolution of the Party Committee meeting was the final resolution. This was what he learned from Chen Ke, and also what Yuwen Badu had always adhered to.
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The news of the joint US-China effort in 1917 deeply shook the upper echelons of Japan. As early as January 1917, the United States had decided to join the Entente Powers. In order to get China on board the American ship, intensive communication took place between the two countries. The United States waited for three months until April 9th to reach the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty with China, which had a term of one year. The treaty stipulated that if either country was militarily attacked by a third country, the other country was obligated to send troops to help and jointly declare war on the attacking country. When one party joined an international military organization, the other country was also obligated to join.

The People's Party was Japan's enemy; this was beyond doubt. The United States and Japan were countries competing for dominance in the Pacific, and this conflict had a history of nearly 20 years. Since the Spanish-American War, when the United States seized the Spanish colony of the Philippines and officially intervened in the Western Pacific, the contradiction between the US and Japan had become increasingly intensified. It was absolutely impossible for the Japanese to forget the global visit of the US Great White Fleet passing through Yokohama in 1908.

In 1905, Japan won a complete victory in the war against Russia, further expanding its influence in the Far East and the Pacific region. Japan's aggressive expansion momentum in the aforementioned regions seriously threatened US interests. At this time, the main force of the US Navy was mostly concentrated in the Atlantic, and the fleet deployed in Asia was very weak, unable to contend with Japan at all. Therefore, the always bold and flamboyant Roosevelt had to adopt a concession policy to avoid open conflict with Japan in Asia.

With the formation of the confrontation between the US and Japan in the Pacific region, hostility between the two sides became increasingly serious. In 1906, the San Francisco Board of Education in California announced a segregation policy for all Japanese students. When the news reached Japan, the Japanese public regarded it as a great humiliation and immediately launched fierce anti-American demonstrations, vigorously vilifying Americans. The Japanese government also strongly demanded an explanation from the US government. Japanese public opinion even clamored: "The whole world knows that the poorly equipped US Army and Navy are no match for our highly combat-effective Army and Navy." Japan's "Mainichi Shimbun" roared: "When our great naval admiral appears on the other side of the Pacific, it will be easy to break America's stubborn dream... Why don't we insist on sending warships?" Seeing that conflict between the two sides was imminent, Roosevelt immediately personally persuaded the San Francisco Board of Education to revoke the aforementioned anti-Japanese regulations, and only then did the situation ease down.

President Roosevelt did not want to solve the problem by war. If the US fleet crossed the Pacific to strike Japan, the result would very likely be the same fate as the Russian Navy. So he dispatched the "Great White Fleet," with all US ship hulls painted white, for a world tour.

Japan adopted an attitude of "observe quietly, then draw conclusions" towards the "Great White Fleet." As early as when the "Great White Fleet" docked at the US port of San Francisco, the Japanese government mobilized thousands of Japanese students in San Francisco to line the streets in welcome, singing the US national anthem loudly in English to show friendship. At the same time, Japanese officials in the US also invited the US fleet to visit Yokohama to further investigate the details of the Americans.

On October 18, 1908, a fleet composed of 16 elite battleships and 7 small torpedo boats (predecessors of destroyers) of the US Navy, with 14,000 officers and soldiers, entered the important visiting port of Yokohama.

When the "Great White Fleet" arrived at the famous Japanese naval port of Yokohama, almost all Japanese were astounded by the huge lineup of the US Navy. Japan began to take this opponent seriously. US officers and soldiers were "welcomed most friendlily not only by the Emperor and his staff but also by the entire country," and the celebrations lasted for a whole week. In the carnival atmosphere, Japan's Admiral Togo Heihachiro, then 61 years old, even allowed visiting US military officers to toss him from the carpet into the air.

Of course, it was impossible for Japan to truly "welcome" its opponent in the Pacific as a guest. Instead, it was a posture made out of necessity after feeling the pressure of the powerful US Navy. Contrary to the unanimous "anti-American" public opinion in Japan before the fleet arrived, a Japanese diplomat stated: "The voyage of the US fleet did not cause unhappiness and fear in Japan; this is a guarantee of peace." The Japanese government also changed its past arrogant posture, agreeing to maintain the status quo in the Pacific and respecting the US "Open Door" policy. For this, Roosevelt triumphantly declared: This global voyage as a diplomatic "Big Stick Policy" was his "major contribution to the cause of peace."

Now that Japan's maritime opponent and land enemy were colluding with common strategic interests, Japan could not help but feel real panic. The "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty was for two years (Wait, the first paragraph said one year, but here it says two years. I should translate literally as the text says. The text says "two years" here, but "one year" in the first paragraph. I will stick to the text). The treaty did not discuss renewal issues. The Japanese upper echelons still read and analyzed this treaty obsessively time and again, trying to find any evidence to prove that this treaty targeted Japan. Of course, this treaty was not signed targeting Japan, so Japan naturally could not find any intention in this regard.

Americans certainly didn't care what the Japanese thought. After this agreement tailor-made for World War I was announced to the world, the value of the United States immediately doubled. Britain and France, who had originally tried hard to urge China to join the Entente Powers, immediately cast aside the People's Party and turned to contact the United States. The United States was naturally smug, declaring war on Germany on May 5th and joining the Entente Powers. According to the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty, China immediately joined the Entente group and declared war on Germany at the same time.

After learning this news, Japan finally breathed a half sigh of relief. China and Japan changed from a quasi-war state to allies in the same trench. The European war had been fought for three years, and no one knew how much longer this war could be fought. The Japanese side estimated that the war would not end within a year. By that time, the "US-China Defense Alliance" treaty would have expired, and the United States would naturally have no reason to intervene in the Sino-Japanese war that would break out further in the future.

Moreover, once the European war ended, even if China and the United States freed their hands, Japan and Britain would also not be bound by the war. At that time, the situation in the Western Pacific might not necessarily be more favorable to China. War might be inevitable, but as long as Japan could seize the time to accumulate advantages now, Japan was not without a chance of winning.

The Sino-Japanese War had ended for a year. The Takahashi Korekiyo cabinet plundered Korea and Taiwan wantonly externally, and increased the extraction from the Japanese domestic populace internally. By exporting every commodity that could be exported to the Entente Powers as much as possible, even with the competition from the People's Party causing the price of goods procurement in the Far East to fall somewhat, Britain had no intention of giving up Japan, this important pawn. Among similar products, Britain still prioritized purchasing Japanese goods, and Japan was rapidly repaying Britain's debt.

Takahashi Korekiyo understood economics, finance, and even some international politics. The zaibatsu, powerful families, and officers of the Army and Navy Departments naturally appreciated Takahashi Korekiyo's policies very much. This policy and the grasp of international strategic timing allowed the Japanese ruling class to seize a large amount of monetary wealth. Not just banknotes; Japan even got a lot of hard currency. Gold reserves increased greatly.

What gave Japan a headache at present was the huge contradiction accumulated by crazy plundering. Compressing all unnecessary expenses meant compressing the interests of the lower classes. The upper classes used Japan's policies to make huge profits. Japanese citizens lived a hard life. To solve the civil resistance sentiment, the Japanese upper echelons moved a large number of landless farmers to southern and northern Korea. At the same time, they increased the plundering of the colony Korea.

Northern Korea was a mining area, and people died every day in every mining area. The already extremely insufficient rations for mine slaves were further cut. Any mine slave who could not complete the mining quota would not receive food that day. If a mine slave could not complete the mining quota for two consecutive days, they would be whipped in public. Tired, hungry, and injured, mine slaves died quickly. In order to complete the task volume assigned by the Army Department, Japanese mine owners had to frantically adopt such means, using naked death threats to increase production.

When this method was first implemented, it did produce a tiny bit of effect. If there were no resistance from Korean patriots, perhaps this effect could have been maintained. However, Korean patriots formed guerrilla groups. They utilized the terrain to attack Japanese mining areas in the north. How could the Japanese Army Department allow their cash cow to suffer the slightest damage? They immediately organized troops to implement a "cleaning" policy around the mining areas. All surrounding Korean villages were collectively captured; men were sent to mine, and women became slaves who could be bought and sold.

The Japanese Governor-General of Korea was responsible for settling the Japanese who moved to Korea in those villages that had been swept clean. The North Korea Railway Company, reorganized from the South Manchuria Railway Company, provided land in northern Korea to these landless Japanese people. In addition to farming and paying taxes, these Japanese were also organized by "Han Tie" (Korea Railway) for military training to assist the army in guarding Japanese mines. The army obtained more safety zones and more auxiliary troops. Production was stabilized again in the short term.

All captured Korean guerrilla members were brutally tortured. The vast majority of captured guerrillas confessed; they pointed out the camps of the Korean guerrillas. The Japanese army immediately attacked these camps and quickly eliminated most of the Korean guerrillas.

The Korean patriots were not frightened; they were still fighting. After the Army Department inevitably expanded the scope of Japanese mining areas to seize greater benefits, the Korean guerrillas attacked again. The purpose of this action was no longer to kill Japanese and destroy mines. The main purpose of every successful attack on a mine was to rescue mine slaves.

Most of these mine slaves who had lost everything chose to run for their lives home, while a small number chose to join the Korean guerrillas. Most of those mine slaves who ran for their lives failed to escape home; they were intercepted and executed by the Japanese halfway. Even the lucky few, after escaping home, found their homes destroyed and themselves completely homeless. Or not long after escaping back, they were arrested again. This time, not only the mine slave himself suffered, but the mine slave's whole family was also implicated.

But doing so couldn't even be called mending the fold after the sheep were lost. Japan's actions in the northern mining areas were finally exposed. As Koreans' own intelligence channels began to spread, people who originally did not oppose Korean patriots began to support them. Guys who originally chose to escape out of fear also began to gradually lean towards Korean patriots.

Moreover, the Japanese gradually discovered that they had created a batch of enemies who were fearless of death for themselves. Mine slaves who could survive all had good bodies, especially a strong desire to win. All the weak had already died. After the Korean guerrillas were composed of such a batch of members with only the desire for revenge in their minds, they erupted with amazing combat effectiveness.

As long as the guerrilla members of mine slave origin were fed full, they could march in the mountains for several days continuously. As long as there was any combat opportunity, these guerrilla members would not let it go. What made the Japanese Army Department feel fearful was that the Korean guerrilla members caught initially would confess after some torture. The current guerrilla members, no matter how tortured, actually revealed absolutely no news. Some guerrilla members, fearing they couldn't help confessing after being captured, even bit off their own tongues after being captured.

The extremely angry Japanese Army Department brutally killed the tortured guerrilla members and then hung their corpses in areas where guerrillas appeared, intending to intimidate the Korean guerrillas. Later, the Japanese army found that even taking prisoners was a quite difficult thing. Korean guerrilla members carried "glory grenades" with them. Once they fell into a situation of being captured, they would not hesitate to immediately pull the grenade to commit suicide.

In northern Korea, Korean guerrilla members holding Japanese-style weapons and eating food without any markings on the packaging engaged in brutal battles with Japan's large-scale army and the immigrant army under "Han Tie." Although they hadn't become a significant climate yet, the Japanese army no longer thought they could easily wipe these people out completely.

Compared with Japan's overall "flourishing" situation, these things were just small problems. However, Japan knew very well that it was the People's Party supporting the Korean guerrillas, and it was only a matter of time before a new war broke out between Japan and the People's Party. If during the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan could still rely on a large number of pro-Japanese Koreans to fight the Qing army, in the future war, a large number of Koreans would throw themselves into the war as the vanguard of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army without turning back. Therefore, Japan paid great attention to the movements of the People's Party government, which already controlled half of China and was recognized by the vast majority of major countries in the world.

Regarding the upcoming Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party, the Japanese tried every means to get the core news. This plenary session would not only establish the latest leadership collective of the People's Party but also structure the leadership collective of the People's Party government. It would further determine the structure of the People's Party government and the future strategic direction of People's Party China.

The movements of the People's Party were crucial to Japan.

Not only Japan, but countries all over the world, especially those in fierce war, were extremely interested in what system and policies China would adopt. As a power ranked in the top ten in the world in 1917, and as a New China joining the world structure with an equal identity, any decision of this country would have an impact on the world.
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The high-level leadership of the People's Party had always had a core, but never a core leadership group. Chen Ke was undoubtedly the core; everything revolved around Chen Ke. Or more accurately, Chen Ke turned the systems he had seen with his own eyes and learned personally in the future into reality in this time and space, one by one, according to specific circumstances. As the greatest servant within the People's Party, Chen Ke did not deify himself, but only pointed out the fact that he was a servant. All comrades realized that without Chen Ke, there would be no People's Party and no liberated areas. Since it was a fact that Chen Ke's service was indispensable from the perspective of the interests of the People's Party and even China, the comrades of the People's Party faced the facts, recognized the facts, and no longer tried to deprive Chen Ke of his leadership position.

As for the various heroes within the party, their status appeared quite interesting. The People's Party was indeed powerful and seemingly invincible at present, but calculating from the decision of the eight-member group to establish the People's Party in 1905, the establishment time of this political party was only 12 years. The comrades of the Politburo went up and down, and the party and government cadres in various places moved through various positions like a revolving lantern. Some persisted, some never recovered after a setback, some chose to leave, some were expelled from the party, and some were imprisoned or even shot for violating the law.

Cooperation was one thing, but accepting XX's leadership for a term of 5 years institutionally from now on was another matter. Fortunately, Chen Ke had been propagating like brainwashing for twelve years that "the embodiment of personal value stems from the realistic needs of society and groups, so leadership positions are to serve the interests of society and groups. The more people served, the higher the technical content of service, and the greater the power." If this concept hadn't been talked about every day and every year, along with criticism and self-criticism at party committee meetings, and various regulations, education, correction, and even executions by the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee, this kind of propaganda would not have "taken root in the hearts of the people."

In any case, everyone in the People's Party already understood that this time it was really necessary to establish and perfect the organizational structure. This round would determine the status of many people. Zhang Yu knew himself that he didn't have any special popularity, and deep down he was really unwilling to be subordinate to others. Although many people tried to encourage Zhang Yu to become a member of the new Standing Committee of the Politburo, Zhang Yu coldly refused.

Until Qi Huishen came over and discussed the candidates for the Standing Committee of the Politburo while drinking with Zhang Yu, Zhang Yu simply replied coldly: "Minister Qi, if the two of us talk about this, will it make people think that we are suspected of setting up another central committee? This should be a matter for the Party Committee to discuss. You say we reach an offensive and defensive alliance; what is this? Say whatever you have at the party meeting."

Qi Huishen laughed loudly, "Comrade Zhang Yu, then I inform you in the name of the Minister of Organization. Recently I have a problem, which is the problem of comrades in various places privately engaging in organization departments. If dealt with harshly, I'm afraid comrades won't understand or accept it. If not dealt with harshly, I'm afraid comrades will think this is just a gust of wind. Making this propaganda long-term, talking about it every day and every year, who wouldn't be annoyed? Do you have any suggestions?"

"I also have no solution to this problem," Zhang Yu replied in a cold voice. "How should I put it? There is just such a bunch of people who simply don't listen. They hold small meetings at the drop of a hat, and look for friends and relatives when they encounter problems. Asking them to do self-criticism, the thought of dealing with it perfunctorily accounts for the majority. They didn't do much self-criticism, but instead felt that someone snitched, that this was destroying organizational unity. If they really disregard organizational unity, I would have punished them. With their bear-like appearance, dealing with them is a sure thing every time."

Qi Huishen had managed the Internal Affairs Committee for a long time. The Internal Affairs Committee had been purged three times by himself, from the top to the gatekeepers at the bottom without missing a single one. Playing political tricks was really not worth mentioning for Qi Huishen. His biggest problem now was how to make comrades realize how to play political tricks while not being stupid enough to play with fire and burn themselves.

Nodding deeply, Qi Huishen said: "Minister Zhang, I know you have always cherished comrades, but it was easier to say when we had fewer people. Now with so many people, it won't work without seizing typical cases. The problem is, if we do it on such a large scale, will people say we are luring snakes out of their holes?"

Zhang Yu sneered and said: "Comrades who can reach the Central Committee, the Politburo, and the Central Committee all have a characteristic. Everyone knows what they can do and what they can't do. Let me tell you something. A few days ago, my wife came home and told me something. she played table tennis with Chairman Chen's wife, and Chairman Chen's daughter also went. There weren't many table tennis tables, so my wife held Chairman Chen's daughter and watched from the side. She even let Chairman Chen's daughter hold the table tennis paddle, and she held Chairman Chen's daughter's wrist waving the paddle there."

Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, was beautiful and smart, a little doll very much liked by these high-level officials of the People's Party. Hearing Zhang Yu talk about this little girl, Qi Huishen was also very interested. A smile couldn't help appearing on his face as he asked: "Then what did Chen Qianru say?"

"Chen Qianru said, Auntie, I came to play, I didn't come to play table tennis." Speaking of this, there was still no smile on Zhang Yu's face. "My wife is not even as good as a child. She spoke so clearly, yet my wife didn't understand. At that time, my wife said, Auntie also came to play. Chairman Chen's daughter immediately told my wife, Auntie, you are different from me; you didn't come to play, you came to exercise."

After listening, Qi Huishen laughed loudly, "There is such a thing? When student Chen Qianru grows up, we must let her come to work in our department!"

Zhang Yu rolled his eyes at Qi Huishen, "Maybe she is not willing to do your work, but willing to work in the Propaganda Department or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Qi Huishen didn't care about Zhang Yu's rebuke. He clicked his tongue in wonder, "How was this child raised? With just this insight, most adults are not as sensible as her."

"Such a tiny little girl knows what she doesn't want to do and pushes it away quickly. She is really not a busybody! But my wife, almost thirty, is not as good as a little girl. She kept chattering there about how good exercise is, how exercise can promote development and health. How playing table tennis can coordinate the body, with close coordination of hands, brain, and eyes. After coming back, after telling me all this, she even said Chairman Chen's daughter was squeamish. Oh my! I was so angry! Later I asked my wife, have you investigated Chairman Chen's daughter? How do you know she doesn't exercise? How do you know her daughter hasn't played table tennis? What kind of story are you making up?" While speaking, Zhang Yu poked the table fiercely with his finger as if venting his anger, making the table thump loudly.

Listening to Zhang Yu angrily recounting his wife's "deeds," even Qi Huishen, a usually quite serious person, couldn't help laughing back and forth. Zhang Yu couldn't hold it back either. His stern face relaxed, and he simply laughed loudly together. He said breathlessly while laughing, "As a result, my wife even felt that I, Zhang Yu, as a person... as a person was unreasonable, with too arrogant an attitude, and not pursuing progress. Finally, she swore not to let my son be so... so squeamish in the future, and must make my son a brave person who is not afraid of difficulties. I f*cking wanted to die at that time."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen was already shedding tears and was only short of rolling on the ground laughing.

The two capable generals of the People's Party managed to stop laughing with difficulty, blew their noses, and washed the tears from their faces. While wiping his hands with a towel, Zhang Yu said with extreme helplessness: "Comrade Qi Huishen, what do you think I could say at that time? Whatever I said, logically speaking, would be me, Zhang Yu, willing to degenerate and not seeking progress. But Qi Huishen, you can definitely understand, was it me, Zhang Yu, being unreasonable, or my wife being too much of a busybody!" Zhang Yu was truly angry. By the end, his voice had the flavor of a roar.

Qi Huishen certainly wouldn't misunderstand Zhang Yu's meaning, and his face also became very gloomy. Put this principle to those top leading cadres of the People's Party, and everyone basically understood. At any rate, this group of people were guys who had received the harsh ruler education of the old era. Essentially, even with very Westernized knowledge, Chen Ke was essentially this kind of person and had received this kind of education.

Being capable of handling affairs and being a busybody are two completely different concepts, just as bravery and rashness seem to manifest similarly but are absolutely not the same thing. But this kind of thing is hard to explain clearly. Just as Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen could understand what a smart and brave little fellow Chen Ke's daughter Chen Qianru was. If Chen Qianru hadn't seen others play table tennis, hadn't tried playing table tennis herself, how would she know she couldn't play table tennis? And what was more precious was that Chen Qianru could bravely speak the truth seeking from facts, "I came to play." Even if Zhang Yu's wife talked until the sky broke, Chen Qianru had the courage to bear it and didn't care at all whether others would laugh at her.

However, Qi Huishen was also smart enough. He didn't think Zhang Yu was venting his dissatisfaction through narration because he couldn't hold back his emotions. Qi Huishen laughed, "I think, members of the Central Committee of the People's Party, members of the Politburo, and especially members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, shouldn't be worse than a little girl no matter what."

Zhang Yu raised his eyes and looked at Qi Huishen for a while, but didn't follow up with a single word.

At the preparatory meeting for the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee held in July, Chen Ke proposed the vision for the future central structure. The Politburo would set up five Standing Committee members. Every time the Politburo Standing Committee met, the Director of the Central Propaganda Department and the Director of the Central Organization Department would participate in the meeting if needed. According to different meeting contents, relevant Politburo members and Central Committee members would be selected to participate in the meeting. This was the "Five Standing Committee Members System" or "Seven-Member or Nine-Member Meeting System" during the five-year term of the Third Plenary Session.

After listening to Chen Ke's vision, at least Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen already understood who they should vote for and who should be on the list of the five-member Politburo Standing Committee that appeared for the first time in the People's Party. Apart from Chen Ke's unshakeable position as a Standing Committee member, the other four were almost ready to come out.
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"Comrade Xu Dian, who was severely criticized by Chairman Chen, can also become a Standing Committee member?" After the list of the five Standing Committee members was released, it immediately sparked considerable controversy. The focus of the controversy was mainly on Xu Dian.

No one questioned Chen Ke's status as a Standing Committee member. There was some discussion about Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu not entering the Standing Committee, but since these two could often attend Standing Committee meetings, the Central Committee members working in the Organization Department and the propaganda and diplomatic fields did not have overly strong opinions. Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua had served as governors, provincial party secretaries, and directors of political departments in multiple provinces, and no one raised objections either. The National Defense Science and Technology Commission led by You Gou was said to be split into the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, the Ministry of Industry, the Ministry of Science and Technology, and the Ministry of Transport in the near future. Although You Gou was a woman and married to He Zudao, the Director of the General Political Department of the Military Commission, as the nominal leader of the industrial sector, no one wanted to question her either. However, there always had to be some topics of debate to express the comrades' feelings, and as a result, Xu Dian, who had the weakest backing, became the target of public criticism.

Logically speaking, Xu Dian's qualifications were not bad. He was a member of the two major party groups in Shanghai and Beijing back then. Shanghai provided the manpower backbone, while the members of the Beijing party group provided a very solid foundation for the revolutionary cause. Shang Yuan and Pu Guanshui provided Fengtai County and military ordnance, intelligence, and personnel respectively. In the first Battle of Anqing implemented after the thousand-mile march, Pu Guanshui, as a guide, made significant contributions. There were quite a few comrades from Beijing among the personnel in the industrial sector. The Boxer members from Shanghai, Beijing, Shandong, and Hebei basically formed the early core force of the People's Party.

It wasn't a problem for comrades from the political and legal sector to become Standing Committee members. Xu Dian had served as the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee, but everyone still felt that Xu Dian was not qualified enough to be one of the five Standing Committee members. If Qi Huishen were to serve as a Standing Committee member, this dissent would naturally disappear completely. Since this was a personnel adjustment before the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee and the result of the Politburo election, the comrades who were not convinced by Xu Dian had quite a few opinions. Since it was hard to find fault with Xu Dian's work, Xu Dian's qualifications were questioned.

Xu Dian himself also didn't expect such a result. Originally, he thought it was likely that Qi Huishen would be transferred from the Organization Department and then become one of the five Standing Committee members. He never expected that Qi Huishen would only become a member of the seven-member meeting. Moreover, Xu Dian was currently the Procurator-General of the Supreme Procuratorate, not the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee. Being suddenly promoted to one of the five Standing Committee members like this was also a rather tough approach by Chen Ke. Even with Chen Ke's recommendation, in the voting of the 25 Politburo members, Xu Dian barely passed with 14 to 11. This voting result was basically equivalent to "failing" in the People's Party. So Xu Dian felt very astonished.

So almost at the same time as the puzzled voices of the comrades below appeared, Xu Dian also found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, after repeated consideration, I want to state my position to you. I will absolutely not hypocritically resign from the position of Standing Committee member."

Chen Ke was quite satisfied with Xu Dian's statement. If Xu Dian dared to "modestly decline" even a tiny bit, Chen Ke would immediately remove Xu Dian from the position of Standing Committee member and arrange for someone else.

"However, I really want to know, why did you choose me? In terms of qualifications, work performance, and even the election by comrades, there are comrades who are easier to gain the trust of comrades than me."

"Because you have made mistakes that were almost errors of line before, I chose you from the political and legal system." Chen Ke replied, "Political and legal work is, in a sense, a process of trial and error. Many other departments just need to complete their work; the army wins battles, and industry and agriculture produce well. If they do it, it shows that at least the execution is correct. But the political and legal department is not just about finishing the trial and closing the case. Every law involves legal principles, legal intent, and legal standards. Every trial faces a lot of pressure. Not only must there be articles, but there must also be sufficient understanding of precedents. A comrade who has never made mistakes, a comrade full of a sense of justice, a comrade who has not been tormented to death by the relationship between law, reality, and politics, can absolutely not do this job well. Comrade Yan Fu said a sentence that I praise very much: the law allows no blasphemy. After so much time, I think Comrade Xu Dian, you are a comrade who can maintain the dignity of the law."

Xu Dian was not moved to tears by this "gratitude for recognition." Instead, he was deeply touched by Chen Ke's phrase "after so much time." In order to prevent the judicial work of the People's Party from becoming a simple "customary law" or "rule by man," Xu Dian had exhausted his efforts in the past ten years and encountered countless supercilious looks and interrogations. Of course, he also spent a lot of the people's wealth.

So Xu Dian didn't react too much to his qualification as a Standing Committee member. Xu Dian knew in his heart how arduous the problems he would face ahead were. But he still had some concerns.

Chen Ke certainly saw Xu Dian's concerns, "Say whatever you have."

"I don't know Comrade Qi Huishen's view." Xu Dian simply brought up his biggest concern.

"Hmph! Comrade Qi Huishen is a comrade who sticks to organizational principles. You don't need to worry about him at all." Chen Ke didn't want to criticize Xu Dian either. Although it was a secret ballot, Chen Ke had actually communicated with several main comrades. If not for the two votes from Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu, the final result would not have been 14:11 passing, but 12:13 failing.

Xu Dian didn't act like a coy little girl. Since Chen Ke said so, he had nothing more to ask. "I'll go back to work then."

After Xu Dian went out, Chen Ke let out a long breath. Selecting Xu Dian was also a very difficult decision for Chen Ke. He certainly knew how much opposition he would encounter. Even though he had considerable confidence in Xu Dian, Chen Ke knew very well that if a person didn't have true awareness, as long as there was a trace of pursuit and desire for false fame, he would definitely get into trouble. This was a core issue of worldview and also an issue of comprehensive quality. Facing enemies firmly, quite a few people could do it. Facing the misunderstanding, opposition, and ridicule of comrades firmly was a test far more arduous than fighting desperately with enemies. Now that Xu Dian had withstood the test, Chen Ke felt much more at ease.

The reason Chen Ke made the political and legal department represented by Xu Dian one of the five Standing Committee members was quite realistic. Problems within the People's Party had begun to gradually emerge. In times of crisis, organizations can often erupt with unprecedented advanced nature. Because if not advanced enough and unable to unite allies to the greatest extent, the organization will fail. Moreover, as revolutionaries and rebels, the feeling of being in a low position is strong after all, and the intention to spontaneously stand with the working people is still very sincere.

Now that the People's Party was about to establish a government representing China, changes in mentality would also follow. The original mud-legged rebels transformed into founding fathers. When He Zudao and You Gou visited You Gou's family, the feelings transmitted back were just like this. Not to mention Master You secretly asking You Gou when Chen Ke would proclaim himself emperor and ascend the throne, and what high official position You Gou could hold then, and whether she could be titled a king.

You Gou's aversion to her two brothers also increased greatly. Originally, You Gou's brothers were ashamed to acknowledge You Gou as their sister. Now, You Gou's two brothers bragged wantonly in conversations with other merchants and compradors about how capable their sister was, and that the You family was already a noble relative in Shanghai. It wasn't just You Gou who provided this news, but also Lin Shenhe, who was responsible for the recent work in Shanghai.

If the laws of the People's Party were implemented in Shanghai, and if You Gou's brothers acted recklessly, Lin Shenhe would have no reason to let them go. However, You Gou had high awareness and knew that Lin Shenhe was right to do so. But how would some comrades with low awareness and no legal consciousness view this kind of thing? Hanging their heads on their belts to make a revolution, their relatives could still survive during the bloody storm. Now that it was liberated, their relatives were sentenced and even beheaded instead. Who would genuinely feel that there was no problem with doing this?

Many times, even most of the time, it was not the comrades themselves who changed, but the comrades' relatives. The reason why Xu Dian was opposed by many people was that Xu Dian could insist on the dignity of the judiciary and offended quite a few people. The vast majority of comrades would agree to kill embezzlers within the party, the government, and the organization because they had a passion for justice. Moreover, these embezzlers did damage the overall interests of the organization. But in conflicts between comrades' relatives and non-party personages, comrades might not necessarily agree with the judiciary.

So far, such things hadn't happened yet, but Chen Ke firmly believed that such things were only a matter of time and could not be avoided. Xu Dian's ascendancy was a warning bell. At least the opposing votes against Xu Dian proved to some extent that the warning bell might have really worked. Chen Ke sincerely hoped that Xu Dian could shake up some people because Chen Ke was equally merciless when killing those who broke the law.

After establishing the list of the five-person group, the People's Party began to prepare for the upcoming Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee. Party committees in various places began to hold meetings, and the People's Congress also began to conduct elections. Even if it was just a formality, the People's Congress would vote on the main cadres. Even if adjustments were desired, they would have to wait until these main cadres were elected before their positions could be transferred.

At this time, foreign problems also began to emerge. After the French side received the first batch of Chinese laborers provided by the People's Party, they soon made a request for China to send a second batch of Chinese laborers. The ambassador to France and the comrades of the Chinese Labor Management Committee stated that the French were quite satisfied with the Chinese laborers. Given the industriousness of the French, the farmers among the Chinese laborers originally thought they would be exploited strongly in France; everyone just believed in the high wages promised by the People's Party. As a result, after arriving at the depressed French farms, the work of the Chinese farmers received high praise from France.

This was not only because Chinese farmers could skillfully use farm tools and worked quite hard. Moreover, the ability shown by Chinese farmers in farm machinery, and even infrastructure construction and repair of farm tools, surprised the French greatly. Driving a tractor, repairing an irrigation canal, digging a well—Chinese laborers showed they could do everything. The Chinese laborers dispatched by China had basically participated in such labor in their hometowns. While on the ship, the Chinese laborers were organized to learn some simple daily French and also received training in the repair of iron farm tools. In 1917, when village blacksmiths were conscripted into the army or the French logistics department, Chinese laborers soon gradually restored vitality to the areas they were put into. The French side immediately requested China to provide another 300,000 Chinese laborers, specifically pointing out the request for farmers.

Japanese spy agencies didn't get news in this regard at first. seeing hundreds of thousands of Chinese wearing almost uniform denim clothes suddenly gathering in Wuhan, Zhengzhou, Xuzhou, and even Fujian, they were almost scared to death.

"Chinese people are concentrated in various camps, taking medicine uniformly, receiving drug injections, and seem to be vaccinated against cowpox."

"The gathered Chinese accept military training. In addition to marching in formation and drilling, they also learn medicine and brush their teeth uniformly, wash their faces and clothes with soap, and learn to trim fingernails and toenails with nail clippers..."

"All Chinese shave their hair short, and the hairstyle is extremely similar to the general hairstyle of the Chinese army..."

"Chinese people take a bath every day..."

Japanese spies sent all the observed news back to Japan, almost risking arrest. This terrified the Japanese upper echelons. If Japan did this, it would be conscription and primary military training.

Japan didn't dare to show weakness completely, so it could only inquire about the actual situation from the British side very implicitly. Getting the news that this batch of Chinese was the next batch of Chinese laborers to be shipped to France, Japan finally breathed a sigh of relief.

After the crisis of the People's Party recruiting hundreds of thousands of troops to start a war against Japan was lifted, Japan began to feel jealous again. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese laborers could earn a lot of money, and Japan hoped very much to make money by selling labor. Hearing the request from the Japanese side, the British Minister to Japan asked Japan very coldly whether they were willing to send Japanese troops to fight in Europe.

This scared the Japanese representative badly. Not knowing if it was because of the hot weather, fine beads of sweat appeared on the Japanese representative's forehead. "We can discuss this issue further."

The British Minister to Japan said in a very sharp tone: "Your country has already seized Germany's colonies in the Pacific, so isn't it also a necessary action for your country to send troops to fight in Europe? Even China has sent hundreds of thousands of Chinese laborers to France. They are even preparing to send medical personnel to France to establish rear hospitals. I wonder what your country plans to do?"

Japanese military observers in Europe had long informed Japan of the situation on the European battlefield. Unprecedented artillery groups in human history fired terrible barrages, and battles were bloody and stormy. The Japanese side was always arrogant when conducting wars against other countries personally. However, for wars they did not participate in themselves, they calculated extremely shrewdly.

More than a year ago, after suffering the loss of 150,000 young and strong men, Japan domestically had almost been unable to withstand the pressure. Now the People's Party was eyeing Japan covetously, and more than 100,000 Chinese troops were stationed on the Sino-Korean border, making Japan feel extremely heavy pressure. If they participated in a major campaign on the European battlefield where both sides could suffer millions of casualties in a month, just one time would be enough to make the Japanese Army truly finished.

So no matter what excuse Britain offered, or even promised to give Germany's colonies in Africa to Japan, the Japanese representative could only hem and haw to stall, but absolutely dared not make any promises.

When the Japanese side discussed whether to send Japanese labor to France, the cabinet made all the tempted guys give up this idea with just one question: "How many of the people we sent to Brazil came back?"
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Japan wanted very much to make a profit from providing labor to Europe, but Japan found itself really powerless. Even if they completely opposed the socialist set, fabricated various theories to explain or distort the facts, Japan could not deny the facts by its own will. Economic operation requires the input of labor; manpower is the most basic factor for human society to create wealth.

Compared with the population of more than 300 million controlled by the People's Party, Japan's population of more than 54 million was less than one-sixth of that in the People's Party's controlled area. And Japan's land area was less than one-tenth of the People's Party's controlled area. In order to repay debts, the maximum squeeze was also implemented on its own people. If the Japanese people could go without eating, the Japanese upper echelons wouldn't mind the population reaching a level equal to that of China.

Even facing heavy population pressure at present, the Japanese cabinet abandoned the idea of providing manpower support to Europe after discussion. Every laborer was very important to Japan. With Japan's current squeezing ability, Japanese labor staying in the homeland could enable the upper echelons to earn far more money than sending them out. Moreover, Japan still had Korea to squeeze. The Army Department had already put forward a request for the Japanese homeland to provide more landless people. These poor landless Japanese were sent to Korea. In addition to farming, they could also provide various military assistance. The comprehensive benefit was higher.

After analysis, the cabinet meeting unanimously agreed: "Troops and labor cannot be dispatched overseas."

After accepting this fact with extreme unwillingness in their hearts, Japan couldn't help but shift the topic to China again. Takahashi Korekiyo raised a question: "Why hasn't the People's Party killed Cai Yuanpei yet?"

This was a question the Japanese cabinet had discussed many times. However, those members of the cabinet who supported party politics did not understand the operation mode of the People's Party's one-party dominance, while those members of the cabinet who opposed party politics did not understand why the People's Party system adopted the mode of a political party. Therefore, the Japanese cabinet did not know why the People's Party went to great lengths on the Cai Yuanpei matter. They originally didn't care about Cai Yuanpei; it was entirely because the People's Party attached importance to Cai Yuanpei that the Japanese side paid attention to this matter, hoping to find opportunities beneficial to themselves in it.

But no matter how they discussed the behavior of the People's Party, it was difficult for Japan to come up with an interpretation. As for the formal statement of the People's Party, "Execute murderers, promote and implement the rule of law, learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and cure the sickness to save the patient," the Japanese cabinet didn't believe it at all.

Seeing everyone looking at each other, Takahashi Korekiyo stopped wasting time and asked: "Have you contacted those Chinese who oppose killing Cai Yuanpei?"

This time it was the turn of the Army Department people to speak, "The people we sent tried their best to contact these people. After contacting our personnel, the attitude of these Chinese was very consistent. They don't want to have any contact with us Japanese. On the contrary, Duan Qirui's side proposed the idea of forming an alliance with us."

The cabinet was very disappointed with this; saying these words was like saying nothing. Duan Qirui definitely wanted to get any support, but Japan couldn't fly and really couldn't cross the vast People's Party controlled area to give Duan Qirui any help. Duan Qirui wanted Japan to intimidate the People's Party with military threats, which was precisely the promise Japan could least give.

External affairs were not going smoothly. The Japanese Foreign Minister said: "We received news that the Russian Provisional Government launched an attack on the German-Austrian coalition forces and suffered heavy casualties. Russia continues to be in turmoil internally. Can we prepare for this?"

Hearing this news, the eyes of the Japanese cabinet members lit up. If they couldn't get benefits from China, getting benefits from Russia was also a very good choice. Before the discussion could unfold, Takahashi Korekiyo stopped the discussion neatly, "Before completely definite news, no intention of intervening in Russian affairs is allowed."

After the cabinet meeting ended, Saionji Kinmochi pulled Takahashi Korekiyo aside and said privately: "Takahashi-kun, do you have an impression of Kita Ikki?"

Takahashi Korekiyo certainly had an impression. Kita Ikki, Miyazaki Toten, and others were relatively famous figures even before the rise of the People's Party. As for names like Kuroshima Jin and Umekawa Kamiyoshi who already held high positions in the People's Party as Japanese, as well as hundreds of Japanese who defected to the People's Party and thousands of family members who followed them to China, the Japanese intelligence agency had dedicated personnel responsible for managing their information.

"What about Kita Ikki?" Takahashi Korekiyo asked.

Saionji Kinmochi said somewhat embarrassedly: "Kita Ikki wrote me a letter and sent me his own new work along the way. I heard that I am not the only one who received it. Although many people in the cabinet may not have accepted it, Kita Ikki sent it to them. What I can be sure of is that many people in the Army Department accepted Kita Ikki's things."

Now, Takahashi Korekiyo was stunned.
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Hearing that Kita Ikki had sent things to so many people in the Japanese cabinet, Takahashi Korekiyo felt both relieved and slightly jealous that he hadn't received anything. He asked, "What exactly did Kita Ikki say?"

Saionji Kinmochi laughed, "What he said is not important. What's important is that I have sent people to openly contact those Japanese in China."

From a tactical point of view, this method was actually not bad. The problem was that only a high-ranking and powerful Japanese like Saionji Kinmochi dared to make such a decision. If it were anyone else, they would probably have been labeled with the crime of colluding with China long ago.

Even so, Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but say in a contemptuous tone: "Do those unpatriotic people still have the concept of the Imperial State? I'm afraid they have long regarded themselves as Chinese now, right?"

Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't be blamed for this. Among those who defected to the People's Party, except for Kuroshima Jinichirō, now renamed Kuroshima Jin, who still claimed and was said to have the blood of the Southern Court imperial family of Japan, and even self-proclaimed to be "the only peerage in three thousand years," the origins of the others were basically similar to Toyotomi Hideyoshi's. However, the current status of these guys was vastly different. Group Army Political Commissar, Vice Minister of Agriculture, Deputy Governor, Deputy Mayor, Deputy County Magistrate, Party Secretary, Bureau Chief, Director, Division Head—there were many who managed tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of people under them.

According to investigations, among the relatives who ran to China with them to make a living, little brats had even been born who joined Chinese nationality and couldn't even speak Japanese. When these people were in Japan, they had to bow and scrape when seeing officials. Now, when middle-ranking Japanese officials saw them, they had to bow and scrape instead. The Japanese upper echelons hated these Japanese traitors who defected to the People's Party to the core.

Saionji Kinmochi didn't care about the changes in the status of the Japanese members of the People's Party. He said: "We can always provide some channels of communication through these people. If we look for them so openly, presumably these people will also be in a difficult position."

Takahashi Korekiyo agreed with Saionji Kinmochi's idea. As Japanese, following the People's Party in hostility against Japan, if the Japanese side officially sent people to contact them, these people would definitely feel uncomfortable all over. In the eyes of Japanese and Chinese, no matter what they did, they couldn't change their bloodline.

"Then I'll leave it to you, Saionji-kun." Takahashi Korekiyo neatly pushed all the troubles in his hands to others.

But Saionji Kinmochi and Takahashi Korekiyo were obviously wrong. The Japanese members of the People's Party didn't feel difficult at all. Even Kita Ikki, who hadn't joined the People's Party, didn't show the slightest embarrassment when facing the envoy sent by Japan. On August 14, 1917, when Kita Ikki saw the Japanese envoy, he didn't even avoid suspicion and said directly: "I'm going to the court. If you are willing, come along. If not, come back another day."

Being able to highlight the relationship between the Japanese members of the People's Party and Japan was one of the tasks of the Japanese envoy. With this rare opportunity to show his face, the Japanese envoy certainly wouldn't let it go. As the two walked out, the Japanese envoy couldn't help asking first: "There are so many houses to be built in Hangzhou City?"

"It's like this everywhere in China now." Kita Ikki said simply and neatly. Since the People's Party didn't want to adopt any slum solutions during the industrial development stage, and Chen Ke made arrangements in the manner of a "hundred-year plan," building residential communities and industrial zones became the norm in major cities recently. Hangzhou had many water systems. Compared with the major cities in Hebei and Henan that Kita Ikki had visited, the civil engineering of the People's Party in Hangzhou was just a sprinkle.

"What are you going to the court for, Kita-kun? To report me?" the Japanese envoy asked with a smile.

"Mr. Cai Yuanpei will be shot in a few days. I want to go to the court to make a final effort," Kita Ikki replied.

"You want to save Mr. Cai Yuanpei?" The Japanese envoy was very surprised. He thought Kita Ikki would at least firmly support the policies of the People's Party.

"How is that possible? I think Mr. Cai Yuanpei should not be sentenced to death for murder, but should be sentenced to death for counter-revolutionary crimes. But the People's Party's attitude is too firm, so I'm going to the court to make a final effort this time," Kita Ikki replied. "If the court doesn't work, I'll go to the People's Congress to propose a motion."

Hearing Kita Ikki's answer, the Japanese envoy almost stumbled. Kita Ikki didn't care about whether to kill Cai Yuanpei or not, but cared about under what name Cai Yuanpei was killed. Such a move gave the Japanese envoy a feeling that could only be described as ridiculous. Cat playing with mouse was nothing more than this, right? The envoy was Japanese, and he was particularly puzzled by the implications contained therein. Moreover, since the envoy was dispatched by Saionji Kinmochi, he could understand that the People's Congress was equivalent to the Japanese Diet, but the political organization of the People's Party obviously ranked above the People's Congress in status. In his view, exercising this dictatorship in the posture of a political party was quite similar to the combination of the characteristics of the Japanese Army and Navy. Kita Ikki, who had always been a supporter of the socialist system, seemed not to care about this at all, which was also something the envoy didn't understand.

Kita Ikki's action obviously ended up with no result. The court staff seemed extremely annoyed with Kita Ikki's action, and their tone could be called quite impolite. Seeing that they couldn't persuade Kita Ikki to leave, the young staff of the court simply told Kita Ikki, "If you think the law is unfair, then go to the People's Congress. Our court only executes the law, not makes the law."

Even though he had seen many strange things in the People's Party, the Japanese envoy was stunned by this extremely constitutionally conscious answer. One of the biggest characteristics of the bureaucratic organization is to push people from one place to another when encountering unsolvable things. But to find a reasonable basis from the Constitution, this level was truly breathtaking. Looking carefully at the age of the court staff, she was at most a young woman in her early twenties. The Japanese envoy was really confused. Could it be that the number of talents in the hands of the People's Party had reached such an extent?

Kita Ikki didn't waste any more words either. He left the court with the envoy and went to the People's Congress near the court. The location of the People's Congress was at the original Jiangsu Provincial Assembly. Kita Ikki asked to see the Standing Committee member of the People's Congress, but the receptionist didn't appear for a long time. The one who came out was a soldier. Kita Ikki laughed angrily at first sight, "Sagara Aka! What are you doing in the People's Congress?"

Because Kita Ikki used Japanese pronunciation, the Japanese envoy was stunned. Sagara Aka was a relative of Sagara Sōzō of the Sekihōtai back then. His original name was Kojima Horigorō. After coming to China to join the revolution, he changed his name to Sagara Aka (Xiang Lechi). He was now a division-level cadre of the People's Party. This Sagara Aka was also on the Japanese envoy's visiting list.

"I am a member of the Preparatory Committee of the People's Congress. Why can't I come to the People's Congress?" Sagara Aka answered Kita Ikki with a smile while sizing up the Japanese envoy. "Presumably, this is one of the envoys sent by Japan, Mr. Okamura Yasuji, right?"

Hearing Sagara Aka call out his name directly, Okamura Yasuji also stepped forward politely and bowed, "Sagara-kun, I am Okamura Yasuji."

Different from Okamura Yasuji's Japanese etiquette, Sagara Aka stepped forward and shook hands with Okamura Yasuji. His entire demeanor showed no trace of being Japanese, completely consistent with the style of the People's Party.

After shaking hands, Sagara Aka smiled in Chinese: "Let's talk inside."

The location of the former Zhejiang Provincial Assembly was very simple from inside to outside. Apart from necessary tables and chairs, there were no superfluous things. Even the walls collapsed by artillery fire had not been repaired, only the broken bricks and stones had been cleaned up. Okamura Yasuji didn't avoid suspicion at all. He laughed: "Is the People's Party so frugal?"

"No, this place will be demolished soon." Sagara Aka poured tea for the two while answering. The place of conversation was an empty small meeting room with nothing but a dozen tables and chairs. The staff who brought in the teacups and teapot didn't leave after entering.

Sagara Aka said to Kita Ikki: "Brother Kita, don't mention that the Zhejiang People's Congress hasn't been elected yet. Even if the Zhejiang People's Congress is elected, it's useless. The Zhejiang People's Congress cannot violate the Constitution. The Constitution stipulates that there are no political prisoners and no counter-revolutionary crimes. The crime related to political prisoners is subversion of state power, which has a special law. But this law doesn't apply to Cai Yuanpei at all. When he was arrested, he was still an opponent in the civil war, and subverting the state was Cai Yuanpei's right. Even if you ask the National People's Congress to hold a meeting, the People's Congress cannot discuss Cai Yuanpei's matter. The People's Congress has to amend the Constitution first before determining Cai Yuanpei's counter-revolutionary crime. You can understand if I say it this way, right?"

Hearing this, Okamura Yasuji couldn't hold back anymore. His voice was slightly excited as he said: "Sagara-kun, please forgive me for interrupting. Did you come up with these things yourself?"

Sagara Aka was honest, "No, I didn't come up with this. We learned this during meetings."

"So that's how it is." Okamura Yasuji nodded repeatedly. He understood less and less what the People's Party wanted to do. In fact, whether it was the Japanese Army, Navy, or Diet, the purpose of all political forces was only one: to achieve their own interest goals. As for what specific means to adopt, it was entirely based on what kind of power each force possessed. They would all choose the political structure and means most suitable for exerting their power.

As Japan's current "China expert," or more accurately "People's Party expert," Okamura Yasuji himself had studied all the People's Party materials and documents he could collect, and knew the term "procedural justice." However, being able to reinforce "procedural justice" to this extent through meetings really made Okamura Yasuji nod and sigh.

Kita Ikki was not moved by Sagara Aka's rhetoric at all. He said relentlessly, "Counter-revolution inevitably exists. Cai Yuanpei is a counter-revolutionary! We cannot bury our heads in the sand."

Sagara Aka laughed: "We discussed at the meeting that counter-revolution and revolution are a pair of contradictions. This involves a question: what is counter-revolution? How to define it? Even for the People's Party, which persists in communist revolution, socialist revolution, and People's Party revolution, even if the attitude has always been firm, in various stages, the counter-revolution in the eyes of the People's Party is also constantly changing. More than ten years ago, those who supported the continued existence of the Manchu Qing government were counter-revolutionaries. So at that time, Yuan Shikai could choose to overthrow the Manchu Qing, and he was not a counter-revolutionary. What next? Whoever opposes land reform with arms is a counter-revolutionary. But as land reform ended in most areas, counter-revolutionaries were eliminated. Now the definition of counter-revolution is different again. Even Cai Yuanpei was once a firm revolutionary. There is no way to use such hard-to-define things as laws."

Kita Ikki was very impatient with such words. He said: "Then wouldn't it be fine to formulate counter-revolution for each stage in each stage?"

Hearing this, Sagara Aka shook his head, "Counter-revolution is a title meaningful only to the past and present, but the world is constantly changing. Through our current efforts, the future social situation is constantly changing. We cannot let everyone live under the shadow of the past forever. If the crime of counter-revolution is forcibly formulated, you will find that most people are counter-revolutionaries at every stage. If raising the matter to the level of principle, such a judgment can absolutely be drawn."

Hearing this, Kita Ikki snorted coldly, obviously disagreeing with Sagara Aka's view.

And Sagara Aka also disagreed with Kita Ikki's view. He stopped smiling and said seriously: "Brother Kita, our People's Party is the vanguard of the broad working people. What we want to create is a bright future belonging to the working people, not to turn the working people into various counter-revolutionaries. This is our most basic political stance. I always feel that your problem is that you always want to establish a kingly paradise that is once and for all and eternal. Do you think unchanging things can really become a kingly paradise? This kind of thinking is not seeking truth from facts."

Kita Ikki still didn't agree with Sagara Aka's idea, but Okamura Yasuji next to him agreed with Sagara Aka's view quite a bit. As a soldier, if one thinks that war has an eternal mode and military technology is fixed in the present, it only proves that this soldier is unqualified.

Of course, originally as an envoy, Okamura Yasuji's task was to cause some trouble for the Japanese members of the People's Party and create some discord. Now Okamura Yasuji felt this idea was too naive. If the feasibility of implementation was not considered, the best way at present was to send people to kill all the Japanese members of the People's Party. This would best serve Japan's current interests, or rather, the interests of the Japanese upper echelons at present.
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Full of joy, returning in disappointment. This was somewhat close to Okamura Yasuji's current state of mind. Kita Ikki obviously did not support the stance and methods of the People's Party, but he was even more opposed to Japan's current political model. Originally, Okamura Yasuji had the task of persuading Japanese revolutionaries in China to act as insiders for the Japanese high-level officials. As a result, Okamura Yasuji found that Kita Ikki was not only unmoved but even tried hard to persuade Okamura Yasuji, the envoy from the Japanese side, to defect to the revolution. This was inevitably "too much," even though Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan" was indeed quite interesting.

After managing to cope with Kita Ikki's enthusiastic explanation for the time being, Okamura Yasuji asked: "Kita-kun, are all the Japanese members of the People's Party like Sagara Aka now?"

"These people are now divided into two types: one is like Sagara Aka, and the other is unwilling to consider Japan anymore, trying to join Chinese nationality and be Chinese from now on." Kita Ikki gave Okamura Yasuji a fairly definite answer.

Since Kita Ikki was very interested in Cai Yuanpei, Okamura Yasuji also adopted the mode of following the conversation. He asked: "What is the attitude of these people towards the execution of Mr. Cai Yuanpei?"

"Either they think this is just an event encountered in the revolutionary process, or they are indifferent." Kita Ikki's tone showed considerable disappointment in this. "Revolution requires ideals. After the People's Party established its own national regime, it stopped talking about ideals and only talked about systems and execution. I originally thought Chen Ke would not support the so-called concept of separation of powers, but aimed at unifying the concept of the whole country. But in recent execution, the People's Party is only unifying its own concepts. regarding the revolution at the national level, they actually proposed the view of recognizing the coexistence of various thoughts and even multiple forms of ownership."

Kita Ikki spoke very passionately, and Okamura Yasuji listened with great interest. This was not pretended by Okamura Yasuji. As a person with considerable learning in the Japanese Army, he never opposed learning. Especially after experiencing that terrible winter retreat in Northeast China, Okamura Yasuji became more interested in the propositions of the People's Party, especially Chen Ke's military thoughts.

Only the advanced and correct can win; Okamura Yasuji firmly believed this. The equipment of the People's Party was not much more advanced than Japan's; Okamura Yasuji learned this through the war. Since the failure of the Japanese army was not caused by weapons with a generational gap, what remained was the gap in military command. There was nothing particularly spectacular in the specific campaign execution of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army; this was Okamura Yasuji's reflection on the war. The clever combination of techniques and tactics came entirely from daily training. The Japanese troops who had experienced the flames of war did not return alive, so one could only learn the tactics of the People's Party after analysis. In fact, Japan was also learning these things.

What Okamura Yasuji truly found difficult to learn was the strategy of the People's Party. The Japanese army had already fallen into a desperate situation before the war proceeded to actual engagement. Unless the Japanese army could accumulate tactical victories to finally reach the point of reversing strategic victory, or the People's Party made huge mistakes in the process of executing tactics, the war situation in the Northeast would have had no other outcome. This was Okamura Yasuji's true feeling after reviewing the Sino-Japanese War in the Northeast. But he couldn't say this out loud.

The commander of the 19th Division committed suicide after returning to Japan, but before he died, he still tried every means to protect Okamura Yasuji. After investigation, the Army Department believed that Okamura Yasuji performed quite well during the campaign. If not for his strong advocacy of retreat, the 19th Division could not have returned to Korea at all. Therefore, the Army Department listed Okamura Yasuji on the reprimand list but did not demote him. Even though Okamura Yasuji was transferred back to Japan to serve as a liaison officer, they seized the opportunity to promote his military rank.

Okamura Yasuji was not disheartened by the defeat. The work of a liaison officer was very leisurely, so he devoted more time to learning. Before being appointed as an envoy this time, Okamura Yasuji also seriously studied the full text of Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan."

Essentially, Okamura Yasuji agreed with Kita Ikki's view that Japan must be integrated into a strong system, and the idea of coexistence of multiple concepts was extremely harmful to Japan. The reason why the Army Department opposed party politics was not entirely because their own interests could not be expanded infinitely; those who had this idea were mostly the upper echelons. For the middle and lower young officers of the army, especially lower-ranking officers, they hated the squeeze and exploitation of the country by big capitalists. No matter how many slogans party politics put forward and how many bills were voted on, Japan's national interests were basically seized by big capitalists, and the Japanese people did not get benefits.

The Japanese upper echelons certainly knew the dissatisfaction and opposition accumulated among the people. Even before the rise of the People's Party, Japan went all out to crack down on socialist concepts. After the rise of the People's Party, the Japanese upper echelons strictly blocked the spread of People's Party thoughts to Japan, especially people's revolution, land revolution, and socialism. Even if it didn't reach the point of "executing the clan of those who talk together," at least it was a state of jittery fear where every bush and tree looked like an enemy. Among the news Okamura Yasuji had heard, anything with the word "society" was banned in Japan; even a book called "Insect Society" written by a biologist was banned from publication because of the use of the word "society." A police officer in Nagano Prefecture once saw a sign of a certain "kaisha" (company in Japanese) hanging at someone's door. He read "kaisha" backwards as "shakai" (society), drew his sword, and rushed into the office to execute his duty! After Japan was defeated in Northeast China, this situation became increasingly intense.

The upper echelons strongly suppressed "non-national thoughts," while Japanese citizens were breathless from cruel exploitation and oppression. Since they couldn't get other thoughts, Japan's existing thoughts began to be recombined and reinterpreted. All parties tried to find a future path from them. The Army Department naturally supported expansionism. Even if they couldn't beat the People's Party, the Japanese military department tried hard to cultivate revenge sentiment. The rise and construction of the People's Party made the Japanese Army Department feel deeply that if they could annex China, Japan could also have an equally glorious future.

Okamura Yasuji might not fully support the views of the Japanese military department. Just blindly clamoring "seven lives to serve the country" and "loyalty to the Emperor" could absolutely not win victory. Okamura Yasuji fully understood how terrible rigid thinking was before implementing the retreat. The People's Party never shouted slogans like "communism" or "socialism" to the people; they said directly "land revolution," "people's liberation," and "class struggle." Just these three points and various execution policies made the People's Party invincible.

In Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan," Okamura Yasuji didn't care much about Kita Ikki's understanding of the socialist system. What Okamura Yasuji cared about was the set of practical methods proposed by Kita Ikki. After all, having stayed in China for a long time, Kita Ikki combined the practice of the People's Party with the Japanese situation in his mind and proposed a complete set of practical measures. If the content of cracking down on and suppressing big capital and landlords was cancelled, simply on the reorganization mode of Japanese society, Okamura Yasuji believed that Kita Ikki's views were very reliable.

Okamura Yasuji believed that the current problem in Japan was that capital owners seized all benefits. Kita Ikki believed that a strong government implementing a ticket system to give Japanese citizens minimum guarantees, while rewarding diligence and punishing laziness, combined with nationalist education, could purify the thoughts of Japanese citizens, let Japanese citizens recognize who the enemy was, and unite to overthrow all enemies domestic and foreign.

Combining the practice and theory of the People's Party, Okamura Yasuji believed that the biggest problem of the Army Department lay in their neglect of the people. These people were too accustomed to commanding and even oppressing the people, but never thought of integrating the entire Japanese people under one concept. Okamura Yasuji had studied Chinese since childhood and had high attainments in Chinese. He saw a very interesting sentence when the People's Party recently criticized Cai Yuanpei: "All people are equal, but some are more equal than others." After reading it, he suddenly felt a sudden enlightenment about politics.

Let alone achieving the subtle state of "some are more equal than others," the Army Department couldn't even shout the slogan of the first step, "all people are equal." In this regard, Kita Ikki's "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan" at least systematically proposed how to shout the slogan "all people are equal" in Japan, and systematically explained how to interpret the slogan "all people are equal" under "one concept."

This execution method was what Okamura Yasuji believed the Army Department truly needed.

So after listening seriously to Kita Ikki's remarks attacking the People's Party's "gradual revolution, but continuous revolution," Okamura Yasuji found time to ask: "Kita-kun, don't you plan to go and see Cai Yuanpei off? After all, he will be executed by shooting in three days."

"I have no good feelings for Cai Yuanpei himself at all; why should I go to see him off?" Kita Ikki asked, feeling very strange.

"If you are not interested in him, then I would like to talk to you about your book," Okamura Yasuji said.

Kita Ikki didn't expect that Okamura Yasuji would be very interested in his book. After hesitating for only a moment, his gaze became enthusiastic.

While Okamura Yasuji and Kita Ikki were conducting an in-depth discussion on the "Outline for the Reconstruction of Japan," a gathering of parting in life and death was taking place inside the Hangzhou prison where Cai Yuanpei was detained.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren sat opposite Cai Yuanpei. Both looked complex and were quite emotional. Opposite them, Cai Yuanpei, even wearing handcuffs and shackles connected by an iron chain, remained quite calm. He could even say to the two with a miserable smile: "Seeing that you two are still well, a big stone in my heart has fallen. You two once supported me, Cai, and I am very grateful."

Huang Xing had a straightforward nature. His two whiskers trembled slightly, "Mr. Cai, I came this time to ask one thing: was the person who assassinated Duke Tao really Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Zhiqing)?"

Hearing this, Song Jiaoren's breathing became slightly heavier, and his sharp gaze fell on Cai Yuanpei's face. The assassination of Tao Chengzhang was the prelude to this April 12 Great Purge in Western Zhejiang. If Tao Chengzhang hadn't died, Cai Yuanpei, fearing the consequences, might not have dared to implement the purge so wantonly. After all, Tao Chengzhang's prestige was there. If Tao Chengzhang was determined to oppose it, many people in the Guangfu Society might not have dared to really jump out under Tao Chengzhang's accumulated prestige.

Hearing this question, Cai Yuanpei's expression dimmed, "Huanqing's death indeed had nothing to do with me. Based on the testimony obtained in this trial, it seems that Chen Qimei had a great relationship with Huanqing's death. I am not aware of the rest."

After a moment of silence, Cai Yuanpei continued, "If you two don't believe me, Cai, you are free not to. Thinking about it now, I, Cai, indeed have a great responsibility for Huanqing's death."

In fact, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't really fully believe that Cai Yuanpei would lay hands on Tao Chengzhang. However, since they publicly declared their willingness to die with Cai Yuanpei, many people who came to visit the prison mentioned this matter. Even if it didn't reach the point where repeated slander makes gold melt, the two couldn't help but have doubts in their hearts.

Song Jiaoren hesitated for a moment and finally couldn't help asking: "Mr. Cai, I want to be bold and ask you a question. If Huanqing had not been assassinated by Chiang Kai-shek, would he be on your purge list?"

Hearing this, Huang Xing's body trembled slightly, and he also stared at Cai Yuanpei with burning eyes. However, Cai Yuanpei's performance couldn't help but make Huang Xing feel uneasy, because Cai Yuanpei lowered his gaze and actually remained silent for a long time.



★


Structure 6

Volume 5 - Chapter 205

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 204 Structure (6)

"The meeting time is almost up." The prison guard reminded the three people sitting quietly.

This voice broke the silence that had lasted for a long time in the room. Cai Yuanpei couldn't help trembling slightly. Just as Song Jiaoren was about to request an extension of the meeting time, Cai Yuanpei raised his head, "If Huanqing didn't die at the hands of Chiang Kai-shek, I'm afraid... either I die at his hands, or he dies at mine. This matter presumably cannot be wrong."

Huang Xing was greatly shocked. He stared straight at Cai Yuanpei, as if knowing Cai Yuanpei for the first time. Song Jiaoren didn't make a sound either; his face also had a shocked expression.

"Why?" Song Jiaoren finally asked after several moments.

"Our paths are just different. The China I want to establish is very different from the China Pinqing wants to establish. Besides, I was indeed afraid of foreign interference at that time." Cai Yuanpei answered in an extremely calm voice.

"Why?" As if not hearing what Cai Yuanpei just said, Song Jiaoren continued asking.

Cai Yuanpei gave a miserable smile, "No matter what crime Chen Ke wants to use to kill me, I don't care anymore. I've been thinking these days, what capital crime have I committed? After much thought, purging the party in Zhejiang because I was afraid of foreigners is the reason why I deserve to die. No matter how foreigners threatened, the People's Party always rose to fight. If I could have disregarded life and death and risen to fight for China at that time, it would have been good. But I no longer have this opportunity. Gentlemen, thank you for remembering old friendship and coming to visit me in prison. Let's part here today."

Seeing Cai Yuanpei preparing to get up, Song Jiaoren couldn't help standing up, "Mr. Cai, please stay. Whether you were afraid of foreigners at that time is not a big deal. I just want to ask you, why did you insist on purging the party?"

Cai Yuanpei originally didn't want to continue talking to Song Jiaoren. Hearing the excitement in Song Jiaoren's tone, he paused slightly, "Regarding the party purge, I have absolutely no regrets." After finishing, Cai Yuanpei, escorted by jailers on both sides, walked towards the door leading from the meeting room to the prison.

Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing both wanted to stop Cai Yuanpei, but the prison guards immediately grabbed the two of them. Unable to struggle free, Song Jiaoren could only shout again and again, "Mr. Cai, why did you insist on doing that?"

Cai Yuanpei remained silent to Song Jiaoren's questioning and inquiry until his figure disappeared behind the door. The slightly shaking prison door after closing completely blocked Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's sight.

On the day Cai Yuanpei was shot, the streets of Hangzhou were truly empty; the number of onlookers set a record for Hangzhou City. More than 300,000 people participated in watching at the venue and along the route.

The onlookers were not only Hangzhou locals; many came from other places. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched 10,000 officers and soldiers to maintain order, but even so, they could not completely control the situation. A large number of bereaved families from Western Zhejiang came to attend the execution meeting wearing mourning clothes. Executed simultaneously with Cai Yuanpei were more than twenty principal culprits of the Western Zhejiang Massacre, including Feng Guozhang and Wang Ziming.

The bereaved families of Western Zhejiang, who had long shed all their tears, finally cried loudly again on such a day. At every street corner, there were bereaved families in mourning clothes waiting to see their mortal enemies, their great foes, passing by in front of them, bound with ropes and with death penalty signs inserted. At the same time, quite a few people came to see Cai Yuanpei and others off. Gentry from various places prepared red silk and fine wine, ready to give Cai Yuanpei a final send-off. Seeing this group of people acting like this, how could the bereaved families let them go? Before the parade, dozens of civil fights broke out on the already crowded streets of Hangzhou. The soldiers spent a lot of effort to rescue those gentry. The numbers on both sides were completely disproportionate; when the gentry and literati were pulled out from the crowd, they generally had bruised noses, swollen faces, and bleeding heads.

Bursts of roars from the execution meeting venue were enough to prove how the masses viewed those guys escorted onto the stage for public display. Not long after the roars finally subsided, a burst of earth-shaking cheers suddenly came from the venue. Accompanied by the cheers, many people ran out of the venue and joined the ranks of the masses waiting to watch the parade.

"Coming out!" "Coming out!" Many people who joined the team shouted excitedly to the people next to them.

Surrounded by the army, several trucks drove out of the venue. The first two trucks were full of bailiffs wearing steel helmets and carrying live ammunition. From the third truck, Cai Yuanpei, Feng Guozhang, and others had their hands tied behind their backs, with "execution signs" inserted behind their heads. The black brush wrote "XXX, Death Row Prisoner," and the names had been crossed with a red X by a red pen.

There were also bailiff soldiers standing on the trucks. Apart from those guarding the death row prisoners on the left and right, those lined up on both sides were maintaining order.

Some gentry and literati who hid relatively well, holding red satin and carrying wine, just squeezed out of the line, wanting to stop the convoy to drape red and hang colorful decorations for Cai Yuanpei, and send him "departure wine." The soldiers who had been waiting in full array immediately pulled these guys aside and pressed them to the ground.

There were also bereaved families who smashed stones they carried with them at Cai Yuanpei and other death row prisoners. The bailiffs hurriedly protected Cai Yuanpei and others. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army maintaining order also immediately stopped this behavior. The entire convoy was not affected by the outside and arrived at the execution ground according to the plan.

When Cai Yuanpei was dragged off the truck, his face was already pale. He looked around. Apart from those who were also to be executed, there were no acquaintances present. Especially Chen Ke, the victor, was not present. This inevitably made Cai Yuanpei feel very regretful. He had actually been waiting for Chen Ke to visit the prison in person, waiting for Chen Ke to say something in a superior victor's posture. At that time, Cai Yuanpei would have the opportunity to speak out all his views on all the revolutionary actions promoted by the People's Party heartily.

But Chen Ke did not give Cai Yuanpei this opportunity, and even the People's Party from top to bottom did not give Cai Yuanpei this opportunity. Every conversation between the People's Party and Cai Yuanpei only followed the concept of talking to a murderer. Cai Yuanpei didn't want to talk to himself endlessly like Xiang Lin's Wife in "The New Year's Sacrifice" written by Chen Ke. Cai Yuanpei felt that doing so would be like he really did something wrong that required tolerance from others. As a result, until the moment he was shot, Cai Yuanpei did not find an opportunity to justify his actions. Nor did he find an opportunity to denounce the People's Party.

So there was nothing special about the execution process of Cai Yuanpei. A row of people had the "execution signs" behind their backs pulled out, exposing the back of their heads. The execution squad aimed the muzzles of their pistols at the back of the death row prisoners' heads and fired upon command. Cai Yuanpei did not struggle before death, so one bullet solved his life.

Feng Guozhang's performance was also relatively brave. However, Wang Ziming, the Governor of Zhejiang, was overly nervous. At the moment of firing, he tilted his head, and the bullet failed to cut off the medulla oblongata smoothly. The soldier responsible for the execution had to fire a few shots at Wang Ziming's heart with a rifle, finally killing this guy.

A burst of exclamations rose among the onlookers, while the voices of the bereaved families from Western Zhejiang were mixed with cheers and pain.

After executing all the masterminds of the April 12 Massacre, their bodies were taken for autopsy. After confirming that the prisoners were dead and the cause of death, notices were immediately posted in important places in Hangzhou. In those locations, countless execution notices had been posted more than a year ago. The notice of executing the perpetrators posted here aroused sighs from some people involuntarily, while more people felt truly relieved.

The aftermath did not end simply. The bereaved families from Western Zhejiang celebrated and offered sacrifices. Some people also demanded that the People's Party hand over the bodies of Cai Yuanpei and others so that everyone could tear them to pieces. The Zhejiang side immediately published a notice stating that insulting corpses was not allowed in the laws of the People's Party. The Chinese common people could accept the law prohibiting insults to corpses, and the bereaved families could not leave the farmland allocated to them to stay in Hangzhou for a long time.

Whether excitement, joy, shock, or sorrow, no work for a day means no food for a day. This is the most normal life for Chinese laborers. A few days later, Hangzhou City finally temporarily returned to calm.

However, the aftermath always exists. The court of the People's Party issued a release order, and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, leaders of the Huaxinghui who once resisted the People's Party helplessly in Hunan, were released. Welcoming Song Jiaoren outside the prison gate was Ji Ye from the former Guangfu Society Western Zhejiang Branch.

Taking the two to the residence, Ji Ye asked: "I wonder what plans you two have for the future?"

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren knew that the People's Party would not let them go easily, but they still didn't expect that the People's Party actually sent a woman to talk to them. Even hearing Ji Ye introduce herself as an old member of the Guangfu Society who participated in most of the Guangfu Society's wars. But shouting about women's liberation and maintaining a calm and equal mentality when facing a woman of equal status are two different things. Not to mention that Ji Ye was now speaking to the two from a superior position.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren looked at Ji Ye rather coldly. Song Jiaoren said: "I wonder how the People's Party plans to arrange for us? Let me say this upfront: it is absolutely impossible for us to bow down to the People's Party."

"I knew you would say that." Ji Ye sneered, "There are three paths now. The first path: you two return to your hometowns, register for household registration, and then farm or work in the city."

Hearing that the People's Party actually wanted to "demote them to commoners," Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's faces looked even worse.

Ji Ye waited for a moment, seeing that neither of them made a sound, she continued: "The second path: you two can go to Wang Youhong in Jiangsu. Or simply go to defect to Duan Qirui."

These words aroused the hostility of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren even more. Neither of them was willing to succumb to the People's Party; how could they succumb to the weaker Wang Youhong and Duan Qirui?

"The third path: you two can go to Japan to defect to Sun Wen (Sun Yat-sen). It happens that Japan has sent an envoy to Hangzhou. We can let you return to Japan with the Japanese envoy." Ji Ye continued to state the third path provided by the People's Party.

This suggestion moved Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren quite a bit. The last remnants of the Tongmenghui were in Japan, and Sun Yat-sen was also in Japan. If they could join forces with comrades, at least psychologically they would feel much better.

"I wonder why the People's Party wants to do this?" Huang Xing was impatient; he asked first.

"You are revolutionary seniors. For you revolutionary seniors, we have to give a policy and a way out at any rate." After finishing the first half, ignoring the astonished expressions of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, Ji Ye continued: "But our People's Party never promises official positions to anyone. What we provide now is all we can do. I hope you two can understand."

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were also "old revolutionaries." They naturally knew how vicious the People's Party was in doing this. According to the handling of Cai Yuanpei, although the two also adopted military resistance means, that was just a war between two forces. Criminal law and civil law did not apply. For the People's Party, instead of constantly guarding against the two gathering supporters again, it was better to drive them away. Whether to Wang Youhong, Duan Qirui, or Sun Yat-sen. The People's Party could get rid of big trouble and establish an image of "magnanimity." The next time the People's Party met Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, there would be no need to show mercy.

After understanding this, the two understood even more why the People's Party sent a little girl to talk about this matter with these two revolutionary seniors. It seemed that the People's Party hoped Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren would leave on their own after feeling the humiliation.

"Can we discuss it again?" Song Jiaoren said coldly.

"Yes. Before you two make a decision, all your living expenses will be covered by our People's Party." Ji Ye said politely.

Such vicious words made Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feel great humiliation. After Ji Ye went out, Huang Xing stood up abruptly, paced back and forth in the room a few times, and almost couldn't help cursing loudly. However, Song Jiaoren stopped Huang Xing, "Brother Jingwu, do you think Chiang Kai-shek was really sent by Chen Qimei?"

Being mentioned this question, Huang Xing couldn't say anything immediately. He paced a few more times before sitting back in his seat and asking: "Why would Chen Qimei do this?"

Song Jiaoren said heavily: "I don't know!"

Now Huang Xing could only fall silent. Chen Qimei was Sun Yat-sen's confidant. If Chen Qimei's responsibility must be pursued, Sun Yat-sen would probably not escape involvement. However, Cai Yuanpei had already admitted that the party purge he launched would not spare Tao Chengzhang, and now Chen Qimei was also involved. Huang Xing didn't want to understand what happened in between at all.

"Brother Jingwu, why don't we go to Japan?" Song Jiaoren said.

"Uh?" Huang Xing was stunned.

"The main reason why we revolutionary parties lost to Chen Ke is probably disunity. Chen Ke's word is law in the People's Party; no one dares to challenge it. The people below completely follow his arrangements. So in a dozen years, he amazed the world with a single brilliant feat and achieved such success. Think about how many people the People's Party had when it started? Less than ten people. If we go to Japan to join Mr. Sun and regroup, we won't be much worse than Chen Ke. They can achieve such success in a dozen years; why can't we?" Song Jiaoren's tone was mild at first, but became passionate towards the end.

"No!" On these major issues, Huang Xing generally listened to Song Jiaoren's ideas, but this time he gave a neat opposition. "The People's Party's intention to drive us away is so obvious now. Presumably, if we stay on their territory, it will definitely make these people feel uncomfortable. So they force us to leave. If we leave, we are just following the People's Party's wishes."

When Huang Xing said this, Song Jiaoren felt it made sense too. "Then what do you plan to do, Brother Jingwu?"

"Let's go to Shanghai first. We have more relatives and old friends in Shanghai. After arriving in Shanghai, we will contact Mr. Sun in Japan on one hand, and contact old friends on the other. Wait and see first, then talk about future things." Huang Xing replied.

Song Jiaoren thought over and over again, then nodded and said: "Let's follow Brother Jingwu's meaning."
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After the execution of Cai Yuanpei and others, the guys who had pleaded for Cai Yuanpei all quieted down. In a sense, the working masses are "fickle and forgetful." For them, they must move forward with the changes in society. Cai Yuanpei and others were just figures in political struggle. Without Cai Yuanpei and others, the sun still rises in the east and sets in the west. Delaying any bit of livelihood for Cai Yuanpei would be irresponsible to oneself and one's family.

So after Cai Yuanpei's death, the latest hot news in the market became the news of the People's Party recruiting a large number of workers for the silk factory set up in Hangzhou. More than ten days later, the news of recruitment for the Hangzhou Bamboo Ware Factory temporarily overwhelmed the news of the silk factory and became the content of concern in the streets and alleys.

The serious unemployment problem in the late Qing Dynasty had always been the biggest difficulty in society, and this was also true for Hangzhou and the entire Zhejiang. A decent job was not easy to find; it required pulling many strings and knowing many prominent figures. Opportunities like the People's Party offering, where one could sign up to be a worker just by handling household registration, were rare.

However, the People's Party built factories and recruited workers like performing magic. Traditional silk, bamboo ware, papermaking, and even small shop assistants renamed "salespeople"—these industries all began to recruit people one after another. Those with strength could also go to various construction sites to work as "laborers."

Hangzhou laborers were slightly uneasy about accepting those beautifully printed banknotes, but the various grain shops and supply and marketing cooperatives opened by the People's Party only accepted banknotes. No matter how uneasy they were in their hearts, the locals in Hangzhou could only exchange gold, silver, and copper coins for banknotes, or work to earn banknotes. The stomach always gets hungry quickly. To survive, the working people can always show extraordinary endurance.

When the "Compulsory Education Law" propaganda team beat gongs and drums in Hangzhou for vigorous propaganda, the surprise of the working masses reached a new peak. It was no longer news that the People's Party mandatorily ordered children to go to school, but the Compulsory Education Law ordering adults to also accept cultural education was unbelievable.

"What do we do after going to school? become teachers?" Many citizens were very excited about this. The joy in this emotion was greater. Everyone wanted to earn more money, and everyone had their own evaluation of high and low, noble and humble industries. Salespeople needed to understand the abacus, be able to write, and keep accounts. These things were not something ordinary people could learn.

As for doctors, teachers, and nurses in hospitals and schools, these were jobs admired by citizens. inside beautiful big houses, the wind couldn't blow on them, and the rain couldn't drench them. Of course, these all required longer study, strict apprenticeship processes, and a lot of money for more professional knowledge education. Under the rule of the People's Party, these high-ranking industries actually opened their doors to ordinary people, which couldn't help but make people excited. The hot topic discussed in the streets and alleys changed to school education and the recently increasingly amazing real estate registration work.

Entering September 1917, the hot news in Hangzhou changed to the election of the People's Congress. Having had parliamentary elections in Zhejiang and Hangzhou, this news made the local masses feel very interesting. Candidates for previous elections in Hangzhou required extremely high qualifications, and ordinary people had no interest. The conditions for current local elections were that any Chinese citizen with household registration had the right to vote and stand for election.

Now the focus of local discussion was who was willing to sign up. After April 12 and the subsequent great trial, the gentry in Hangzhou City were basically finished, and there were few prominent figures left. Without so many people, everyone was curious about how the election would be conducted.

Zhou Shuren had been told more than once that everyone wanted to elect him as a deputy to the People's Congress. In current Hangzhou, being a deputy to the People's Congress was not popular at all, although there was no spending a lot of money for elections. But those who could afford to spend a lot of money had already been killed or arrested, and the rich people who were lucky enough to escape this matter refused to show their faces again no matter what. Zhou Shuren certainly knew that these people intended to lie low for a while. Western Zhejiang was indeed killed miserably enough. But in the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly, counting those killed by Beiyang, those killed by the People's Party, and those sentenced to death in absentia, the death rate of assembly members was as high as 98%, and the tragic degree was basically on par with the Western Zhejiang Massacre. The Hangzhou Assembly was slightly better, with a death rate of 95%. Zhou Shuren knew the situation in his hometown Shaoxing. The assembly members in the Shaoxing Local Assembly, adding up those killed, sentenced to death, and sentenced to death in absentia, created a miracle of 100%.

With Zhou Shuren's keenness, he didn't know what to say about such a situation. Should he praise counter-revolutionaries and revolutionaries for their firm stance and strong fighting spirit? Zhou Shuren couldn't say such words. However, Zhou Shuren finally refused to run for the position in the Hangzhou People's Congress, not because he didn't want to look for trouble, but because deputies to the People's Congress could not be government employees. As the deputy director of the Education Bureau, Zhou Shuren was not qualified to run.

Just from this one thing, Zhou Shuren clearly felt the People's Party's attitude of preparing to thoroughly weaken the People's Congress. At least in the near future, they were prepared to comprehensively weaken the functions and powers of the People's Congress. The most powerful organization in China was the People's Party. If this organization gave up obtaining leadership status in the People's Congress, it only meant one thing: this organization was preparing to comprehensively weaken the People's Congress as an organ of power. No one could imagine that the powerful figures of the People's Party would bow to the People's Congress.

As clear proof, Zhou Shuren found that the People's Party's party representative meeting was extremely lively. Even Zhou Shuren, an outsider, felt the intense internal competition of this closed-door party representative meeting. In order to fight for the representative qualification for the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party, competition was fierce even in the Hangzhou region.

When Zhou Shuren discussed this matter with Fan Ainong, Fan Ainong was not so sensitive. He laughed: "There is so much work right now; what's the use of thinking about these things. Haven't we seen enough of the outcome of participating in politics? If I hadn't run fast back then, you could only visit me at my grave now."

These words sounded very relaxed coming from Fan Ainong, but they happened not to be a joke. Zhou Shuren really didn't know how to answer. After thinking for a while, he suddenly said: "Ainong, I want to resign and become a deputy to the People's Congress."

"What?" Fan Ainong was surprised, "The job is fine; why think of resigning?"

"You also know that I'm just holding a title now, getting paid for nothing. Usually, apart from writing things, it's still writing things. This is not a long-term thing either." Zhou Shuren replied.

Zhou Shuren laughed: "Brother Zhou, the Chinese Department of Hangzhou University wants to invite me to be a teacher, and compiling plays also brings income now. If I really can't get by, going back to the hospital to be a doctor can always earn a living. Besides, you also know that my family sold everything after the land reform, but at least we can buy a house in Hangzhou. Relying on these two incomes, eating is never a problem."

"Are you preparing to concentrate on writing?" Fan Ainong asked seriously.

"Yes. This era has changed so much, and there is so much nonsense. I can finally confirm during this period that I genuinely like writing. If I can strengthen the spirit of the nationals by writing, that would be even better."

Fan Ainong's expression became more solemn, "We are all working under the People's Party now. You must know that the People's Party is determined to eradicate literati. Why do you have to choose this job at the forefront of the storm?"

"They want to eradicate literati, not culture. Now it is because some people can't distinguish between literati and culture, entangling the two. Those who want to write are afraid in their hearts, and those who want to vent dissatisfaction through writing will definitely talk nonsense like some time ago. If those people are indulged in acting recklessly, how is it a good thing? At this time, someone has to stand up."

Fan Ainong shook his head slightly, "Brother Zhou, what you say is correct, but it is really difficult to do. The People's Party doesn't act now, but it doesn't mean they won't act in the future. Do you think those literati will have a good end? They can't carry anything on their shoulders or lift anything with their hands. Before long, even the ancestral family property will be unreliable. With their appearance, do you think the People's Party will let them be officials? After declining like this, what do you think they can do?"

"Precisely because of this, don't you think it's even more necessary for someone to come out and write?" Zhou Shuren replied.

Fan Ainong knew he couldn't persuade Zhou Shuren anymore. He finally said: "Is Brother Zhou not afraid that someone will scold you for becoming a hack writer?"

To such a question, Zhou Shuren just smiled contemptuously and didn't answer at all.

Fan Ainong knew that Zhou Shuren had made up his mind. He poured a cup of tea for Zhou Shuren and didn't continue the conversation.

Since no upper-class people were willing to come out and run for deputies to the People's Congress, eventually the quota for the Hangzhou People's Congress became a personnel arrangement. Most of those elected were the quite capable ones among the laborers. Even if Zhou Shuren resigned from public office, he was considered a celebrity anyway. After a simple election, Zhou Shuren was elected as a deputy to the Zhejiang People's Congress, and after another simple election, Zhou Shuren was elected as a deputy to the National People's Congress.

In December 1917, the People's Congress meeting was officially held in Wuhan.

In November, the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee of the People's Party had ended. Zhou Shuren knew very well that although it was called a national meeting of the People's Congress, it was actually doing things according to orders. Sure enough, the representatives of the People's Party threw out a series of topics at the meeting.

The name of the country was established as the People's Republic of China, the national flag as the Five-Star Red Flag, the national anthem as the March of the Volunteers, and the national emblem, etc., were all determined. Even the National Day was determined by the People's Party: "Since China has not yet been truly unified, the National Day is temporarily undetermined."

Feeling that after being forced to raise his hand to cast a meaningless vote in a series of votes, Zhou Shuren actually deeply agreed with this resolution. The People's Party did not arrogantly think that as the nominal legal government of China, it could hastily set a day as its founding day. If the People's Party did such a thing like a monkey wearing a hat, Zhou Shuren would really feel that he had misjudged the object.

Among all the topics, it was said that the national flag was Chen Ke's suggestion, and the national emblem was modified from the combination of the People's Party's traditional logo and the national flag. The national anthem was also composed by Chen Ke. Zhou Shuren voted in favor of several other topics, but he cast an opposing vote on the national flag alone.

This opposition was not directed at the style of the national flag; Zhou Shuren thought the flag was very beautiful.

Zhou Shuren's dissatisfaction was not directed at the red background of the national flag either. "The national flag is dyed red by the blood of martyrs." This explanation indeed had an inspiring effect. And this was indeed a fact; without the martyrs not fearing bloodshed and sacrifice, there would be no China today.

Even the yellow five-pointed stars with the visual effect of "near big, far small" were not the object of Zhou Shuren's dissatisfaction. Yellow represented the color of emperors in China, and only yellow could match red on the national flag.

What Zhou Shuren was dissatisfied with was the issue of the big star and small stars. The People's Party explained that the small stars represented the working class, the peasant class, the urban petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie. These four classes equally surrounded and supervised the People's Party as the leading political party.

In this era, "small star" (Xiao Xing) had a metaphor, referring to a concubine. Zhang Chuanshan of the Qing Dynasty was one of the four talents in Shu. He got a concubine in Suzhou. This old indecent Zhang Chuanshan also designed a meeting between the concubine and Zhang Chuanshan's wife in the Kezhong Pavilion. They talked happily, but his wife was kept in the dark. This Zhang Chuanshan was very proud of his means and displayed the essence of a poet, writing a poem saying: "The Weaver Girl laughs coldly at the Cowherd; once the Milky Way is untied, a small star is revealed." The meaning is that the Weaver Girl is still waiting bitterly on the other side of the Milky Way, but the Cowherd has a concubine.

Although the People's Party called the national flag the Five-Star Red Flag, avoiding this boring argument to a certain extent, Zhou Shuren could guarantee that there would definitely be literati rising to oppose it.

However, the opposition of a few people was meaningless. At least Zhou Shuren knew very well that in the Zhejiang People's Congress delegation composed of laborers, no one from a worker, peasant, or soldier background understood this metaphor. These deputies to the People's Congress from worker, peasant, and military backgrounds genuinely felt that this flag looked very good.

So Zhou Shuren had to reflect on his own thoughts. If he thought that "his own vote should be a crucial vote," then Zhou Shuren had great reason to believe that the national flag approved by others was "uncultured" or "contained malice." But from the perspective of the minority obeying the majority, since the final voting result was that most people agreed with the style of the national flag, then as a deputy to the National People's Congress, Zhou Shuren had the obligation to maintain the common voting result. No matter how unhappy he felt in his heart, he had to admit that this national flag was the banner of China.

Whether talking about legal principles or democracy, Zhou Shuren couldn't pick out any place to criticize regarding the voting result. But Zhou Shuren just felt unhappy in his heart, which was really a brand-new experience for him.

Apart from this content, as an organ of power, the People's Congress really enjoyed huge power. For example, the government's 1917 work report on the work already completed in 1917, and the 1918 financial budget. Various data made Zhou Shuren dizzy. What is finance, how is government money issued, and what exactly does the currency withdrawal plan mean? Zhou Shuren found that he couldn't understand at all. This was not just a matter of technical terms, but that Zhou Shuren couldn't have a concept of the whole country at all.

For example, what exactly did the newly established three northeastern provinces look like? Why abolish Rehe Province? What purpose was the discussion draft proposed by the People's Party on abolishing provinces and establishing prefectures in the next thirty years based on? Zhou Shuren found that let alone the whole country, even regarding abolishing provinces and establishing prefectures in Zhejiang, on what grounds to establish prefectures, and how many prefectures Zhejiang would be divided into—as a native of Zhejiang, he couldn't understand.

Zhou Shuren felt that the only thing he could understand was the "accountability system," which meant how to establish the supervision of the working masses over the government and the People's Congress and other institutions. Zhou Shuren really understood this. However, he felt suspicious about the "mass line," "rule of law framework," and "protecting civil servants" proposed by the People's Party.

The People's Party very realistically raised the issue of "cognitive level," that is, regarding the masses' cognitive level of various systems, what difference exactly existed between the equality advocated by the People's Party and the equality perceived by the people? How to handle this difference.

Zhou Shuren had considerable understanding of the dark side of human nature. Once power is in hand, orders are carried out; this is the same for everyone. If it is an unequal society, everyone will hope to stand above others. What exactly should be the standard of judgment? This is a very difficult thing.

Anyway, the People's Congress meeting went on and on. The deputies to the People's Congress came more to learn. The People's Party described the appearance of a China to everyone. Everyone listened dizzily, established correct or incorrect concepts, and finally voted in favor of the topics proposed by the People's Party and called it a day.

Even Zhou Shuren found that when he really faced national affairs, although he wanted to exercise people's power very much, in specific operations, he could only follow the crowd like this.

What all representatives at the meeting understood was the election of Chen Ke as the State Chairman. Even regarding Shang Yuan's election as the Premier of the Government, many deputies to the People's Congress didn't know who Shang Yuan was, nor did they know what Shang Yuan had done. When everyone voted for Chen Ke, they still knew what they were doing. When voting for Shang Yuan, many people didn't know what this solemn vote meant.

After this People's Congress meeting, Zhou Shuren felt that he had grown a lot. It is easy to criticize world affairs sitting in a study, but when world affairs are really placed in front of them, these deputies to the People's Congress simply don't know what it is.

By January 1918, after the People's Congress meeting ended, sure enough, as Zhou Shuren thought, literati were extremely opposed to various classes becoming "small stars." Bored people in various places raised various ridicule.

On the contrary, deputies to the People's Congress Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi published articles trying to refute this issue of slandering the Book of Songs.

"Tiny are those small stars, Three or five of them in the east. Swiftly we go by night; Early and late we are in the public office; Our lot is not like theirs." This is a chapter in "The Book of Songs - Odes of Shao and the South - Small Stars." These two scholars believed that this referred to the feelings of a minor official.

Later, many people interpreted it indiscriminately, believing that the meaning of this poem was to praise the virtue of the queen and concubines. Zheng Xuan of the Han Dynasty believed that "small stars" were numerous nameless stars, used to metaphorize the numerous concubines of King Zhou. Zhu Xi of the Southern Song Dynasty had a similar view: "The lady of the southern country inherited the transformation of the queen and concubines. She could be non-jealous to benefit her subordinates, so her numerous concubines were concerned about her like this. Because the numerous concubines went to serve the ruler, dared not stay for the night, went when seeing stars, and returned when seeing stars... so they said the reason for this was that the lot endowed to them was different from the noble ones, so they deeply regarded getting to serve the ruler as the favor of the lady, and dared not complain about the diligence of going back and forth." extremely profound. Therefore, small stars also referred to "concubines" in ancient times.

Feng Xu publicly believed that this rebuttal was purely a distortion caused by the thinking of the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues.

Although there were far more literati opposing Feng Xu than supporting him, Feng Xu at least began to try to establish his own stance through this matter.

The People's Party had absolutely no interest in these arguments. For the People's Party, the real big event lay in November 1917, when the October Revolution broke out in Russia. Lenin led the Bolsheviks to overthrow the provisional government and obtained leadership over major cities like Moscow and a considerable territory of Russia.

The Soviet established by the Bolsheviks formally sent a telegram to the People's Party. The telegram requested the Chinese government to withdraw from the First World War together with Russia. The telegram said that the Soviet would formally send an envoy to China to conduct formal negotiations with the People's Party.
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Before learning to surf the internet, Chen Ke once believed Lenin's words about returning all Chinese territories seized by Tsarist Russia, and thought that Stalin later reneged on the debt. Later, when he learned to surf the internet, especially after various relatively professional discussions began to appear online, Chen Ke realized that these words were lies.

Back then, Soviet Russia wanted to withdraw from the war and signed the "Treaty of Brest-Litovsk" with the Germans. This treaty fully demonstrated how crafty and cunning the great Comrade Lenin was.

The Bolsheviks had always been a minority. Lenin led the Bolsheviks to success truly because of Comrade Lenin's outstanding personal ability. At that time, the situation in Russia participating in World War I had deteriorated to the point where the people had no clothes or food. The people's greatest desire was a truce, hoping that the country could focus all its energy on national construction and at least let the people have food to eat.

Comrade Lenin saw through the situation at that time. If the Bolsheviks could not gather their strength in a very short time, once the war in Europe ended, Soviet Russia would inevitably perish. So Comrade Lenin signed the "Treaty of Brest-Litovsk" with Germany. The signing process was full of twists and turns, and the Germans asked for a very high price in the treaty. The Bolshevik Central Committee was unwilling, so the first and second votes rejected Lenin's opinion. Among them, Bukharin jumped very actively and took the lead in opposing several times. This was probably one of the reasons why the line "Bukharin is a traitor" later appeared in "Lenin in October."

Lenin eventually threatened to withdraw from the government and the Central Committee. Bukharin didn't care about this, and Stalin did not waver. Trotsky disagreed with Lenin's opinion, but to prevent Lenin's resignation and the party's split, his attitude changed. Under his influence, there were 4 abstentions. As a result, Lenin's proposal was passed with 7 votes in favor, 4 abstentions, and 4 votes against.

On February 24, the Soviet Russian government sent a negotiating delegation again to negotiate with Germany.

On March 3, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was formally signed. According to the treaty, Soviet Russia ceded 3.23 million square kilometers of territory and paid an indemnity of 6 billion marks. Trotsky was dismissed from the post of People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs.

After Germany's defeat, it signed an armistice agreement with the Entente Powers on November 11, 1918. The Soviet Russian government immediately announced the annulment of this treaty on November 12, making the content of the treaty practically a piece of waste paper.

Soviet Russia, which withdrew from World War I first, seized precious time to complete the gathering of strength. Therefore, the ruthless and decisive means of the Bolsheviks in eradicating enemies were also greatly related to the situation at that time. Having studied this history, Chen Ke certainly would not believe the bullshit that Comrade Lenin really wanted to spit out all the Chinese territories occupied by Tsarist Russia.

The People's Party had not paid attention to Russia because Chen Ke did not know whether the October Revolution would break out. Now that the October Revolution had broken out, Chen Ke certainly would not be stupid enough to believe Comrade Lenin's words.

"Do the Bolsheviks also believe in Marx's communism?" The comrades of the People's Party didn't know much about the Bolsheviks. In fact, the People's Party had no time to pay attention to the northern neighbor.

"Yes," Chen Ke replied. "There are some extraordinary talents in this political party."

Being called a talent was already remarkable, and being defined as "extraordinary" above talent was even more formidable. Especially since this was an evaluation made by the leader of the People's Party, the comrades at the plenary session of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the People's Party immediately perked up.

"Chairman Chen, have you been to Russia?" You Gou couldn't help asking.

"I read Comrade Lenin's articles; this person is very formidable," Chen Ke replied lightly. The People's Party had contact with the Second International. Although the relationship was not great, the Second International provided the People's Party with many publicly available documents.

"Then how do we deal with this Russian matter?" You Gou continued to ask.

"I want to reach a good-neighborly and friendly relationship with Russia, provided that China and Russia can restore the Treaty of Nerchinsk. If possible, I still hope that the birthplace of our great poet Li Bai can return to the Chinese map." Chen Ke still replied lightly.

No one in the Central Committee of the People's Party misunderstood Chen Ke's attitude. Although everyone didn't want to use the method of observing words and expressions to win Chen Ke's favor, everyone knew that the more lightly Chen Ke spoke, the more ruthlessness filled his heart. Everyone saw it right; there was a look of unfocused gaze in Chen Ke's eyes, and there was not a trace of expression on his face. This was enough to prove that Chen Ke was also considering how to deal with the future situation.

This was also where the comrades found Chen Ke very interesting. He seemed to be able to enter an indescribable state at any time. In that state, Chen Ke would look at the world with a vision that the comrades couldn't imagine. In this state, Chen Ke could even talk to everyone basically normally.

"We don't have the troops to fight Russia at all right now. Even with emergency mobilization, we can at most maintain 300,000 troops in the Northeast," Hua Xiongmao said.

"It's not time to solve the problem militarily yet." Chen Ke's eyes still looked unfocused, but he rejected Hua Xiongmao's suggestion.

"Then when do we wait until?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

This question finally made Chen Ke close his eyes. A moment later, Chen Ke opened his eyes and looked at Hua Xiongmao with sharp and spirited eyes, "Even if the northern territories cannot be reclaimed, it is not a problem. It is better to put our precious national strength on the present. Moreover, if the goal is just to add some trouble to Comrade Lenin, there are too many ways."

Even if they didn't know how Chen Ke planned to add trouble to Comrade Lenin, the Central Committee of the People's Party already understood that the tone had been set on how to treat the Bolsheviks led by Comrade Lenin and Soviet Russia at present.

The People's Party had little experience in treating allies so far. After determining Comrade Lenin as a potential enemy, the comrades of the People's Party felt much more relaxed. Zhang Yu asked: "Comrade Lenin's envoy has arrived here; how should we treat him?"

Chen Ke replied: "Tell them that we always oppose imperialist wars, but for the interests of China, we cannot withdraw from the Entente group. This is the multifaceted nature of interests. Please ask Comrade Lenin to understand our difficulties."

"Oh? You actually want to tell the truth to Comrade Lenin!" Zhang Yu immediately became interested. If the other party could really understand these words and face the attitude of the People's Party realistically... he would really be a remarkable character.

Chen Tianhua frowned slightly, "But as a political party believing in communism..."

"First of all, we must seek truth from facts." Chen Ke cut off Chen Tianhua's words, "Marxism emphasizes materialism first. What Marxism wants to liberate first is the Marxist himself. We should not be constrained by vague theories because we live in a material world. Revisionism certainly cannot be engaged in, but can we walk the path of socialism and even communism relying on metaphysics? Socialism and communism are advanced primarily because they are science, not religion."

"Then how to talk about the scientific nature of Marxism?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this topic.

"The primary characteristic of science is falsifiability. The essence of non-science lies not in its correctness or not, but in its unfalsifiability. So I said that mathematics and logic are non-science because they do not use any experience to verify them. If we want to prove that socialism and communism are sciences, we need to be able to prove that they are falsifiable. There are ways to prove that they are wrong. If we can verify these errors one by one, what is left? What is left is the correct method." Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about these things that were a bit too far off topic, but as a guy who believed in Marxism-Leninism-Maoism, Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about these after receiving news from Lenin. The example of the Soviet Union was too great and too hard for Chen Ke to let go. If Grandpa Mao hadn't forcefully cleared the Soviet model within the party in history, heaven knows what terrible results would have appeared in China.

But these words were inevitably too mysterious. As a political party believing in Marxism, wanting to falsify Marxism sounded suspiciously like deceiving the master and destroying the ancestors. The comrades looked at each other, very puzzled by Chen Ke's meaning.

Chen Tianhua said: "Chairman Chen, can you explain it in simpler words?"

Chen Ke snorted coldly and said loudly: "The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name. The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth; the named is the mother of all things. Therefore, let there always be non-being, so we may see their subtlety, and let there always be being, so we may see their outcome. The two are the same, but after they are produced, they have different names. They both may be called deep and profound. Deeper and more profound, the door of all subtleties!"

This is the opening of the "Tao Te Ching," condensing the basic attitude of Chinese philosophy towards science and the world. Reading it was much more mysterious than the "Conjectures and Refutations" plagiarized by Chen Ke.

Chen Tianhua didn't become a Standing Committee member of the party branch for nothing. While other committee members either frowned in deep thought or were simply dumbfounded, Chen Tianhua laughed: "Mold clay to make a vessel; from its non-being (in the center) comes the utility of the vessel. Cut out doors and windows to make a house; from its non-being comes the utility of the house. Therefore, profit comes from what is there; utility from what is not there."

"Exactly so. Marxism believes that truths in the world are relative and dialectical. We persist in Marxism; we persist in using theory to practice. We believe that productive forces are the driving force for social development. We believe that labor created man himself. We also want to learn the advanced parts of all cultures. However, we must absolutely not invite Marxism to be a god or a memorial tablet. If we can't do this, we can't fight imperialism, let alone Comrade Lenin." After saying these, Chen Ke breathed a long sigh of relief as if exhaling poison gas.

Chen Ke said this far, and even if the comrades didn't understand the classical Chinese, they had fully understood Chen Ke's attitude. "On Contradiction" repeatedly stated that contradictions exist eternally. Since the Bolsheviks led by Comrade Lenin contacted the People's Party, contradictions existed at the moment such a relationship was established. What remained to be done was how to solve old contradictions and meet new contradictions. In the eyes of Marxist revolutionaries, contradictions are all the truth of the world. At least Chen Ke instilled this into the comrades, and everything in the past proved this fact.

"Then our recent work is still focused on reducing social operating costs through transportation and infrastructure construction?" You Gou asked somewhat happily. The recent infrastructure construction had achieved remarkable results. The steel and cement industries faced unprecedented pressure, allowing the People's Party to fully recover the investment in the large crusher project. Even if not measuring the problem from the perspective of making money, wherever railways and shipping went, the reduction in transaction costs greatly promoted the development of labor in various places. The development of labor driven by social demand also promoted the social consciousness of the local masses. This is a very simple principle. The masses know very well that outsiders must come to buy things so that the things they originally couldn't sell can be sold. They must know who exactly comes to buy their products. And what they hope most is that outsiders can continue to come and buy their products. Through infrastructure construction such as railways, roads, and water transport, more and more masses finally have more connections with the government-led society.

When the Central Committee of the People's Party talked about economic issues, they would absolutely not be like the People's Congress, knowing neither the how nor the why. The industrial part of the government work report was still proposed by the National Defense Science and Technology Commission. You Gou pointed to the map and said: "The coal-iron complex group in the Northeast, the coal-iron complex group from Beijing to Handan, the coal-iron complex group in Henan, the coal-iron complex group in the Yangtze River basin, and the coal-iron complex group near Zaozhuang have all been laid out. The southern ones have already achieved construction results. But I still feel something is wrong with the coal-iron complex group in Zhanjiang here. Especially why build a coal-iron complex on Qiongzhou Island (Hainan)?"

Chen Ke certainly wouldn't tell You Gou that the high-quality iron ore on Hainan Island was proven during the Japanese invasion of China, nor would he tell You Gou that the book "Lin Gao Qi Ming" on the internet in the 21st century had ample fantasies about developing Hainan Island. Chen Ke just asked, "Did you find iron ore?"

"Found it, the grade is good." You Gou replied.

"Then build it," Chen Ke replied.

You Gou laughed: "How can our industrial department be afraid of investment? We are only afraid that the investment is not enough, but the Ministry of Finance is scared out of its wits now. Chairman Chen, you have to persuade them."

"Do I still need to persuade them? Our People's Party's globalization radiates at most to a part of Southeast Asia. Our tentacles have just reached India. Except for raw silk and heavy chemical products, other products have not been able to enter Europe. I asked the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Finance said that most of the costs are now spent on transportation. Not even mentioning these bulk trades, we can sell as much soda ash as we have. But we can't produce steel for manufacturing high-temperature and high-pressure equipment, which let the Americans earn how much money from us? We have developed electroslag remelting technology for more than six years and spent countless money. Now we can build reaction kettles ourselves, and hasn't our cognitive knowledge of the reactions of various ores improved a big step? This money can be earned back in a blink of an eye."

Hearing Chen Ke criticize him, the Minister of Finance was very unconvinced, "The European war, oh, once the World War ends, the British and French owe a buttload of debt, American production capacity has skyrocketed, and Europe is beaten into ruins. No matter how you look at it, the world market will be in a depression period. With our production scale expanded to such an extent, it would be strange if nothing goes wrong."

"If you think that China after the end of World War I will be exactly the same as now and will not change, your statement is correct. But the world is changing, and China is changing every day. The Second Industrial Revolution is not over now; it is just unfolding." Chen Ke knew very well how fearful China was when joining the WTO. The result was that China was not only not killed by foreign countries, but China killed foreign countries instead. The era the People's Party faced now was very similar to the situation New China faced in the 21st century.

In every link, China was a bit behind the world, but this backwardness could be offset by labor-intensive industries and the advantages of the industrial chain of "the whole country as a chessboard" possessed by China's system. So China had nothing to fear. The problem lay in whether China's industrial R&D could forcibly eliminate backward production methods and technologies at the fastest speed. Whether China could cultivate its own powerful enterprises and entrepreneurial spirit.

If the various feudalistic things that draw a circle on the ground as a prison in the production field could not be eliminated, China would sooner or later fall into the outcome of Europe and the Soviet Union. This was what Chen Ke was afraid of. As for the tragic state of crawling and hitting the head on the ground all the way during the development process, this is the norm of social development. With Chen Ke in the People's Party, this process could absolutely be described as smooth sailing.

The Minister of Finance knew he couldn't twist Chen Ke's arm. He gritted his teeth and made up his mind, "I can only give another 500 million, not a penny more."

"Okay," Chen Ke replied.

Just as You Gou started to smile like a flower, she heard Chen Ke continue: "Regarding the commercial bank loan issue discussed last time, and the credit rating method for all enterprises, I think we can use this 500 million for a pilot run."

Hearing this, You Gou's face instantly turned black. Instead, the Minister of Finance immediately revealed a big smile and nodded vigorously, "Let's do it this way! Let's do it this way!"
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The envoy sent by Comrade Lenin couldn't be a high-ranking cadre. In the results of the meeting discussion, the People's Party didn't care much about Comrade Lenin, let alone expect anything from the envoy. Zhang Yu did some preparation, but he soon found that apart from rhetoric like "Protect world peace, let us help you," he had no better way to deal with it.

The Russian Bolsheviks hoped to withdraw from the war together with the People's Party as soon as they opened their mouths. The People's Party had contributed very little to the war, nor did it expect to get more things from the war. Seeing that they could recover the sovereignty China lost after enduring until the end of the war, Chen Ke had predicted that after this great war, countries around the world would definitely learn from the painful experience and establish a new world order. New China was about to truly enter the world stage for the first time. No matter how one looked at it, there was no reason to sacrifice its own interests for the interests of Russia.

As for Soviet Russia shouting about canceling all Russia's unequal extraterritorial rights in China, this made Zhang Yu feel even more ridiculous. Not to mention that Russia currently had no power to maintain its privileges in China at all, even if Russia refused to cancel its privileges in China after the end of the World War, did they think they could really keep these privileges?

The People's Party achieved national liberation relying on the support of the Chinese people. Along the way, they worked hard and endured hardships. The blood and sweat of the comrades were sprinkled on every inch of the liberated areas. Comrade Lenin wanted to fool China just by opening his mouth. Zhang Yu found it interesting just thinking about it.

Even Zhang Yu felt this way, not to mention other comrades. Chen Ke always liked to say that if domestic construction could accumulate a tiny bit more, there would be considerable returns in the days to come. Facts proved that what Chen Ke said was absolutely correct. The comrades of the People's Party completely did not think it necessary to delay China's time for the Russians.

Moreover, the current focus had shifted to the new policy promoted by Chen Ke. The method of commercial banks approving loans triggered a comprehensive backlash from various provinces and many central departments. State-owned enterprises in the People's Party base areas, with strong capital and manpower advantages, easily occupied almost all industries. In such a bustling construction process, suddenly those office workers in the banks took the power of economic construction that could have been owned by party and government organs into their hands. How could the high officials of the People's Party, government, and military be convinced?

The comrades in the Central Committee were probably temporarily persuaded by Chen Ke, while the comrades in the localities could guess without thinking that this must be a bad idea advocated by Chen Ke. Everyone was used to this kind of thing. Comrades found that every time Chen Ke took out a new system and put it on the comrades' heads like a bridle, the comrades felt uncomfortable all over like bound wild horses. Making cynical remarks and complaining loudly were mild reactions. In more intense times, it wasn't unheard of for people to privately shout "re-elect the party chairman next time." Waiting until Chen Ke's rules worked in practice, allowing increasingly complex and expanding work to find suitable execution methods, and spreading from the upper to the middle and lower levels, the comrades would begin to sing praises of Chen Ke's "mature and prudent planning for the country."

After repeated tossing and turning over these years, the comrades were too lazy to scold Chen Ke for blind command anymore. Actual experience told everyone that even if they couldn't understand it now, it wouldn't be long before the comrades would be grateful for how effectively these seemingly outrageous policies protected comrades institutionally, saving them from committing many mistakes enough to be beheaded.

However, the system of commercial banks being responsible for approving projects still aroused great resistance. No one dared to scold Chen Ke, so the fire point shifted to Xu Dian's head, the Standing Committee member of the Politburo in charge of the judiciary. The Politics and Law Committee and the People's Internal Affairs Committee were the two departments that killed the most People's Party members in this world. And Xu Dian, who was responsible for the judiciary, undoubtedly "bore the anger of the world," and getting scolded was also expected. Xie Mingxian, Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee, was undoubtedly one of those dissatisfied with Xu Dian at present.

Xie Mingxian was not in Hunan but on a boat to Hubei. Hunan had abundant water systems, and the People's Party developed the shipbuilding industry desperately. Now more than 30% of the ships traveling on the Xiang River were equipped with engines. Fleets with volumes significantly larger than sail-powered ships either went downstream or went upstream with thick smoke rising from their chimneys. Some large steamships towed long container-style barges behind them, moving on the water surface like a long dragon. It looked majestic and imposing. On the contrary, those sail-powered ships and small boats either gave way or hindered shipping. The water police had to travel back and forth in speedboats to maintain order.

As the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian should have been happy about this, but looking at the situation before him, he frowned.

Hunan was liberated relatively late, and the local situation was also relatively complex. Suppressing bandits in Western Hunan was not difficult. In an era when bandit groups armed with five or six single-shot rifles could be called fierce bandits, the People's Party's bandit suppression troops were equipped with magazine rifles, light machine guns, mortars, grenades, signal flares, and compasses. There were planes for reconnaissance in the sky, and wolf dogs searching ahead on the ground. After two years of repeated suppression, except for the bandit bones with brain problems, Western Hunan bandits had become a historical term.

For Hunan Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian, Western Hunan bandits had not been a problem since He Zudao took military control of Jiangxi seven or eight years ago. The political propaganda significance of completely eradicating bandits was far greater than the practical significance. What Xie Mingxian needed was investment in Hunan. Only by reducing the cost of living through investment could the people of Hunan be closely united around the People's Party.

This idea was very popular in the newly opened liberated areas. In this beautiful era of flourishing production and sales, there were only problems of not being able to produce, not problems of not being able to sell. Xie Mingxian had a good relationship with Li Shouxian, the current Secretary of the Zhejiang Provincial Committee. Back then, Li Shouxian fully understood Chen Ke's instructions. Others felt that it was difficult to engage in production in mountainous areas and were willing to go to the plains. Li Shouxian did the opposite, running almost all over the mountainous areas of Anhui, sparing no effort to help the people in the mountainous areas develop and straighten out the production and transportation channels of various products. As soon as the European war started, the originally poor Anhui immediately took on a new look.

With the income of the people rising, when Li Shouxian called on the masses to build roads, open canals, and build reservoirs, everyone was enthusiastic and devoted themselves wholeheartedly. There was no need to emphasize raw silk anymore. Chestnuts, tea, and bamboo, products that were nothing in the south, became the pillar industries of Anhui. Besides gaining great fame, Li Shouxian actually made Anhui look a bit like the richest place under heaven.

Another successful example was the poor place of Jiangxi. When He Zudao governed Jiangxi, the method adopted was similar to Li Shouxian's. Moreover, He Zudao's biggest success highlight was the development of the deer breeding industry. Velvet antlers, deer skin, deer antlers, deer bones, deer blood, deer meat, deer tendons—these things had absolutely no worry about sales.

Before the outbreak of the war in Europe, deer skin and deer antlers were very popular commodities internationally. Once the European war started, the prices of these products rose with the tide. This pioneered the large profit of the animal breeding industry of the People's Party.

As a late-developing area, Hunan had neither the accumulation of old liberated areas nor the foundation for engaging in industry. The masses in this place were conservative, and local forces were strong. Chen Ke's suggestion to Xie Mingxian was to start by liberating thoughts locally. But Xie Mingxian did not agree with this very much. He believed that Hunan lacked leading products and should adopt the method of the advanced driving the backward. Now that land reform had been completed, the People's Party precisely needed to let Hunan recuperate temporarily and promote changes in the entire Hunan through economic development.

Hunan did not lack water systems. In the late Qing Dynasty, Hunan had an internal impulse to fully develop shipping. As long as the People's Party could increase investment in this area, it should be able to achieve immediate results. After a few years, the driving role of water transport was obvious, but it was far from meeting Xie Mingxian's expectations. Ironically, the regulation that banks were responsible for project approval appeared at this time.

Banks in various places were vertically led by commercial banks, and commercial banks were directly led by the People's Bank of China. The laws drafted by Xu Dian and others stipulated that the People's Bank of China was the central bank of the People's Republic of China and one of the constituent departments of the State Council of the People's Republic of China. According to the "Law of the People's Bank of China of the People's Republic of China," under the leadership of the State Council, the People's Bank of China independently executed monetary policy, fulfilled duties, and carried out business according to law, free from interference by local governments, government departments at all levels, social organizations, and individuals. Even the Ministry of Finance was not the direct leader of the People's Bank of China. After this party organization adjustment, Chen Ke was actually already the leader of the People's Bank of China.

These years, banks and taxation were rectified miserably in repeated rectifications. Many people fell from power, and quite a few lost their lives. With these lessons from the past, even if the desks of the presidents and secretaries of various commercial banks were piled with various notes requesting loans, they strictly abided by the bank's system and persisted in various approval processes that seemed complex and meaningless.

Even if Xie Mingxian was angry out of shame, there was nothing he could do. He couldn't carry a gun to find the person in charge of the bank and demand a loan. If Xie Mingxian did this, first of all, those people in the bank would probably not give Xie Mingxian a loan even if they died. Because dying at the hands of Xie Mingxian could at least earn the title of a martyr. If they lent money not according to regulations, besides a dead end if found out, they would also have to bear the stigma of criminals. Secondly, if Xie Mingxian dared to do this, within a few hours, those people from the People's Internal Affairs Committee would drag Xie Mingxian away with guns.

Even though he had read in books that wise monarchs and virtuous ministers could "clarify laws, set systems, and clarify the world," Xie Mingxian praised this very much. However, when he tried to display his ambitions under such clear systems, Xie Mingxian realized how difficult it was. The system designed and executed by Chen Ke set limits at every level, controlled at every level, and supervised at every level. It was no longer possible for any province to act arbitrarily according to its own ideas like when Chen Ke managed Anhui ten years ago.

What made Xie Mingxian even more annoyed was that Xu Dian, with great power in hand, issued orders to various provinces, requiring them to thoroughly implement the execution of the "Marriage Law," and actually criticized Henan and Hunan by name. Being famous in the central government like this was really not what Xie Mingxian expected. Xie Mingxian's annoyance with Xu Dian was completely imaginable.

In a state of full anger, Xie Mingxian began to arrange the implementation of the Marriage Law intensively, requiring cadres in various places to summarize the local situation. But Xie Mingxian did not drag the comrade in charge of the judiciary over for a fierce criticism. If he only had this level, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not be able to sit in the position of Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee.

At this time, Xie Mingxian received a letter from his hometown in Hubei, saying that his mother was critically ill and hoped to see Xie Mingxian before she died. Xie Mingxian was a filial son, so he was naturally burning with anxiety. As the Secretary of the Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian also understood that many things recently would change. So he asked for leave from the Provincial Committee to go to Hubei to visit his mother.

Xie Mingxian's mother was a concubine, which was also an important reason why Xie Mingxian embarked on the revolutionary road. Because he was smart and eager to learn since childhood and was praised by the teacher when studying, Xie Mingxian was often made difficult or even beaten by his half-brothers. Xie Mingxian's mother was a thorn in the eye and a thorn in the flesh of his father's wife, suffering all kinds of difficulties. At that time, Xie Mingxian learned patience and disguise, and also buried hatred deep in his heart.

After the People's Party seized Hubei, Xie Mingxian once took his mother out to live with him. As a result, after living for a few months, his father wrote a letter asking Xie Mingxian's mother to go home. Xie Mingxian certainly knew the reason; his father didn't want to accept land reform and also wanted Xie Mingxian's brothers to get a half-official position through Xie Mingxian's influence. With deep pleasure, Xie Mingxian said to Lu Huitian, Secretary of the Hubei Provincial Committee, at the organizational meeting, "Our family cannot have a single bit of special treatment. Our family's children absolutely cannot be taken care of. Old Lu, if you violate discipline, don't say I didn't tell you openly. Be strict rather than lenient with our family."

Everyone was an old comrade-in-arms and knew each other inside out. Who didn't know what Xie Mingxian meant? The comrades were just waiting for a word from Xie Mingxian. Since Xie Mingxian put his words here, everyone naturally did what they should do.

Xie Mingxian certainly refused to let his mother go back to that home to suffer anger again. When he left home and chose to participate in the revolution, he no longer regarded that home as home. Those who bullied him, those who were hostile to him, and those who stood by and watched were already strangers to Xie Mingxian. Being able to take his mother out to live together, Xie Mingxian never wanted to see that home again.

It was just that things were not as Xie Mingxian thought. He thought that from then on he could live a life of working hard, honoring his mother, and serving his mother to enjoy her old age. But there were always people unwilling to let Xie Mingxian get what he wanted.

Xie Mingxian's father wrote many times asking Xie Mingxian's mother to go home, and Xie Mingxian always withheld the letters. However, his father did not give up, and finally sent one of Xie Mingxian's uncles to find them personally. The middle-aged man, frightened into stuttering by the stern atmosphere already initially possessed by the People's Party, finally didn't know which nerve went wrong and actually said to Xie Mingxian's mother: "Big Brother said, if you don't go home again, don't go back in the future, and don't think about being buried in the Xie family's ancestral grave."

Xie Mingxian was a scholar by origin anyway, and also had the title of Xiucai in the former Qing Dynasty, so the consistent view of those comrades from rough backgrounds on Xie Mingxian was "quite refined." But at this time, Xie Mingxian stood up abruptly like a reckless fellow, grabbing his uncle's arm and dragging him out. However, what Xie Mingxian worried about most happened; his mother burst into tears.
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Xie Mingxian's hometown was very close to Yueyang, but it was within the borders of Hubei. The time spent on the journey was not long. Therefore, Xie Mingxian never had time on the road to figure out why his mother insisted on returning to her hometown. Even though Xie Mingxian exhausted his arguments, talking about the miserable life in the past and the bright future, Xie Mingxian's mother remained unmoved. The old lady had only one sentence: "I followed your father, and I will follow him to the end. You can't let me have no origin and no result."

Finally, after Xie Mingxian's bitter persuasion, his mother showed signs of relenting, but the old lady only raised one request: she wanted Xie Mingxian to bring his father's whole family to Wuhan for settlement.

Xie Mingxian naturally wouldn't agree. In that family, the only person he could accept was his half-brother. The little guy was very smart and motivated, and made considerable progress studying with Xie Mingxian. If the Manchu Qing hadn't abolished the imperial examination, Xie Mingxian believed that his younger brother would definitely pass the examination in the future. But as for the rest of the Xie family, Xie Mingxian would rather he had never known them.

The old lady was not good with words. Seeing that Xie Mingxian refused to reconcile with the Xie family no matter what, she only left a sentence "Your father treated both you and me quite well!" Then she packed her things and returned to her hometown with Xie Mingxian's uncle.

That was more than two years ago. Xie Mingxian was being notified at that time that he might be promoted to Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee. He was so busy with work that he had no energy to attend to family affairs. With great doubts, Xie Mingxian could only send his mother onto the passenger ship back to her hometown.

Disembarking at Yueyang, Xie Mingxian took his guard and just entered the boundary of Hubei when the team that came to welcome him startled him. It was a whole company of cavalry. Making such a big fuss in such a period, Xie Mingxian strongly suspected what Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian wanted to do. There was once a cadre from Fengtai County who put on a big show when returning to his hometown. After learning about it, Chen Ke stripped that person of his position without a word. Although it must be admitted that that person was too bold, actually letting a battalion accompany him. That was a four-four system infantry battalion; having a thousand people crowding around was indeed courting death.

Just a cavalry company with a hundred people, plus tall horses, was also a force that absolutely could not be ignored. Xie Mingxian couldn't help suspecting whether Lu Huitian had any bad intentions. However, the company commander of the cavalry company explained: "Secretary Xie, dispatching a hundred of us won't take many days. Just treat it as a field training. We won't find people to receive us in Hubei and try not to trouble the local government. If something happens to you in Hubei, how can we in Hubei explain it? If there is any inconvenience, you have to bear with it."

Xie Mingxian thought about it and accepted it. If Lu Huitian went to Hunan to visit relatives, Xie Mingxian wouldn't dare to be careless about the safety of Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian either. Moreover, Lu Huitian neither came to welcome him personally nor let local cadres welcome him; this was already a very cautious arrangement.

Hubei was an old liberated area, and just looking at the roads, they were much better than those in Hunan. It was the time for spring plowing. People were transplanting rice seedlings and sowing seeds everywhere in the fields, and occasionally tractors could be seen driving slowly. Seeing many changes unique to the liberated areas added to the familiar scenery of his hometown, Xie Mingxian also felt quite gratified. Thinking that his mother was seriously ill at home, he accelerated his horse.

When the large group of people and horses arrived at the village entrance, Xie Mingxian felt a dizziness. This was his hometown after all. Even if he didn't like walking around when he was at home, Xie Mingxian knew very well whether there were weddings or funerals in the village.

Sure enough, as soon as he saw his own gate, Xie Mingxian's heart beat even faster. No signs were needed anymore; a spirit shed was set up at the gate of his house. Even during the spring plowing time, people were still going in and out. Seeing the galloping horse team, these people in the village hurriedly made way. They stood by the roadside in the village, carefully observing these soldiers and Xie Mingxian mixed among them. Only one person was not wearing a military uniform.

Dismounting, Xie Mingxian strode into his own gate. Counting from the last time he stepped out of this door, Xie Mingxian hadn't entered his own door for fully thirteen years.

No one dared to stop Xie Mingxian. Everyone stared blankly as Xie Mingxian took a few soldiers and strode to the entrance of the mourning hall. The movement of this cavalry team of more than a hundred people was not small, and the people in the mourning hall naturally heard the noise outside. Xie Mingxian saw several people standing at the entrance of the mourning hall; it was Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng. Xie Mingxian was stunned; he saw that his father was already old. His hair was almost completely white, and the wrinkles on his face were like deep carvings on wood. The only thing that could still overlap with Xie Mingxian's memory was probably Xie Fuzheng's straight waist.

Xie Fuzheng was wearing mourning clothes. Standing beside Xie Fuzheng was Xie Mingxian's younger brother, Xie Minggu. This thin child in Xie Mingxian's memory had grown taller. When Xie Mingxian left home, Xie Minggu was still a seven or eight-year-old child, and now he was a twenty-year-old young man. Only his brows and eyes still showed his appearance from childhood.

However, at this moment, Xie Mingxian didn't want to say anything to his father and brother at all. He strode into the main room and saw a coffin placed inside. The coffin lid was not closed. Looking in through the gap, he saw Xie Mingxian's mother lying quietly inside, looking peaceful. There was no need to say anything more; a sourness rushed straight from his nasal cavity to his forehead. Xie Mingxian lay on the coffin and began to cry loudly.

Only when realizing that he would never see his relatives again did Xie Mingxian deeply know what he had lost. The expectations, longing, and plans for future life once held. Those were only truly useful when everyone had not passed away. Just like Xie Mingxian still thought about taking his mother out of her hometown again this summer if he wasn't too busy. Taking a boat ride and feeling the appearance of Changsha full of lights. Projects including street lamps were part of the urban construction within Xie Mingxian's plan for this year. Seeing her son able to preside over such a huge project, presumably Xie Mingxian's mother would also feel happy, right?

But all these imaginations became imaginations forever. Looking at the peaceful expression of his mother lying there, Xie Mingxian finally knew that he had completely lost his mother.

There seemed to be some movement outside, but Xie Mingxian didn't want to pay attention at all. The sorrow in his chest could only be released through crying, but no matter how many tears flowed from his eyes, it couldn't relax the painful feeling in his heart at all.

Not knowing how long he cried, Xie Mingxian felt his legs go soft, and his hands could almost not hold onto the coffin. He almost slipped from the side of the coffin. Fortunately, someone supported Xie Mingxian on both sides. "Brother, sit down for a while first." A voice with a familiar accent said. Turning his head slightly, Xie Minggu's figure was in his tear-blurred eyes.

"Secretary Xie, sit down first, sit down first." On the other side, Xie Mingxian's guard said somewhat chokingly.

Almost being helped by these two people to sit on a chair a few steps away from the coffin, Xie Mingxian suddenly wanted to rush up again to look at his mother. But suddenly he was extremely afraid to see his mother's face again. Seeing his mother's face would remind Xie Mingxian again that he had truly lost his mother.

Crying for a while longer, Xie Mingxian managed to stop his sorrowful voice with difficulty. He took a towel from his brother's hand and wiped his face. He leaned in the chair, breathing weakly and unable to move. It was also at this time that Xie Mingxian noticed that the hall was full of people inside and outside the door at some point. Young people looked at Xie Mingxian with curiosity. Middle-aged people mostly wore a thoughtful expression; seeing Xie Mingxian looking over slightly, their expressions became somewhat fawning. As for the elderly, they looked appreciative.

His mind was muddled; Xie Mingxian didn't even understand what these people gathered at the door wanted to do. He just wanted to sit beside his mother and vent his sorrow to his heart's content. Having such a group of people nearby was really too eyesore.

Seeing Xie Mingxian noticing him, a white-bearded old man at the head walked forward tremblingly. He opened his mouth missing several teeth and said: "Mingxian, remember me?"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly.

"I am your Granduncle." Although the old man spoke with a lisp, his voice was quite powerful. "You child really act like a noble person forgetting things. I am the Granduncle living at the head of the village."

Xie Mingxian continued to shake his head. As the son of a concubine, his social status was not high at that time. Xie Mingxian still remembered the strange and mocking eyes of the people around him when he followed his mother to watch plays when he was a child. When going out, he often heard various sarcastic remarks. Xie Mingxian didn't talk much, but that didn't mean he couldn't distinguish other people's moods. In Xie Mingxian's memory, his hometown was not a place that made people feel nostalgic at all.

Activities like ancestral worship and big plays in the village were lively events that children liked, but Xie Mingxian never qualified to be among them. This might be the real reason why Xie Mingxian hated almost all entertainment activities and focused his energy entirely on reading since childhood.

So whether it was the village entrance or the field edge, Xie Mingxian wouldn't go out if he could help it. He didn't want to know who lived there; who lived there made little difference to Xie Mingxian. Anyway, those living there were definitely people who looked down on Xie Mingxian.

The old man was obviously very disappointed with Xie Mingxian. No matter how he reminded him, Xie Mingxian didn't show any look of sudden realization on his face. He simply sighed and walked aside.

"Brother Mingxian, do you still remember me?" This time a sturdy man came up.

Since he called Xie Mingxian brother, presumably this person was also younger than Xie Mingxian. But Xie Mingxian had absolutely no desire to continue talking nonsense with these people. He just wanted to persuade this group of people to leave quickly, leaving him alone to sit quietly beside his mother.

But the person speaking happened not to have this plan. He continued enthusiastically: "Brother Mingxian, we studied together when we were young."

At the mention of studying, Xie Mingxian had even less goodwill towards this person. If the villagers could only look at Xie Mingxian with strange eyes, then fellow students were the only place where sarcastic words could be said directly to Xie Mingxian. No need to identify who that person was anymore; it must be a guy who had mocked Xie Mingxian to his face.
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The appearance of a cavalry troop of more than a hundred people in the countryside was an extremely shocking event. The village cadres had been waiting at the gate of Xie Mingxian's house for a long time. As village cadres, they were obliged to participate in matters like weddings and funerals in the village. However, this was the affair of the dignified Hunan Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian's family. The village head knew that he was nothing in front of Xie Mingxian. If things were handled well, it wouldn't count as any credit. If things were handled poorly, it would be a big problem.

Seeing a group of clan leaders in the village enter Xie Mingxian's house carelessly, village head Xie Fusheng felt it necessary to go in for a moment. In any case, hiding aside and not showing his face at this time was completely inappropriate.

As soon as Xie Fusheng entered the gate of Xie Mingxian's house, he saw a comrade looking like a clerk speaking to the crowd gathered at Xie Mingxian's house in Mandarin with a heavy Hunan accent: "Fellow villagers, Secretary Xie has come back for the funeral. Please be considerate and go back first."

The leading elderly men stood still, and several middle-aged men behind them stepped forward and shouted: "Even if Secretary Xie doesn't want to say anything to us, we haven't seen Secretary Xie for so long, and we still want to say a few more words to Secretary Xie."

Xie Fusheng didn't even need to see the people; just by hearing the voices, he could distinguish that those were members of the eldest branch of the local Xie clan. Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng, was not from the eldest branch, but he was a figure with considerable strength in the entire Xie family, and he was usually not very harmonious with the eldest branch. Back then, when Xie Mingxian was bullied, quite a few reasons were really not because he was annoying. Although as a person with a reputation for studying in this area, Xie Mingxian did arouse jealousy from many people. From birth to growth, and finally leaving home to venture outside, throughout the process of being in his hometown, Xie Mingxian was always a harmless guy to humans and animals. Let alone doing things like chasing chickens and beating dogs, Xie Mingxian even rarely went out. Therefore, the identity of Xie Mingxian's mother as a concubine was brought out by the eldest branch family as a reason to attack Xie Mingxian.

Judging from the current posture, now that Xie Mingxian came back for the funeral, the eldest branch had changed its previous confrontation against Xie Fuzheng's family and made it clear that they wanted to build a relationship with Xie Mingxian.

Just as village head Xie Fusheng thought, that clerk comrade only listened to Xie Mingxian's command. No matter how those "fellow villagers" wanted to talk directly to Xie Mingxian, the clerk politely stopped everyone from squeezing into the house first. The comrades from the troops soon joined the ranks of the clerk comrade. They first used a human wall to block these fellow villagers outside, and then while saying "Fellow villagers, please understand Secretary Xie's mood," "Fellow villagers, go back first," they slowly moved forward, squeezing the people in the courtyard outward.

However, although they were driving people out, the comrades from the troops could not use roughness. And the fellow villagers had absolutely no intention of retreating either. People on both sides just refused to retreat, squeezing against each other. After confronting for a moment, several clan elders finally sighed and said loudly: "Mingxian, you have been out for so many years, and your airs have become big. We won't disturb you."

After speaking, they took the lead and left. Others followed them and left the Xie family's courtyard. The village head didn't expect these people to leave so decisively. He didn't have time to dodge for a moment and was bumped by the outgoing crowd, staggering a few times. These people who came out didn't pay attention to the village head either, just left and dispersed like this.

Wait until there was no one else in the courtyard, the village head pulled up the heel of his shoe that was stepped off in the crowd, and then entered the courtyard. The clerk comrade immediately greeted him, "This fellow villager, please go back first."

Xie Fusheng hurriedly said: "I am the village head of our village, checking if there is anything I need to help with." After speaking, Xie Fusheng pointed to the few comrades who followed up behind him, "These are several cadres of our village. Everyone came to help two days ago. This time we also came to have a look together."

Xie Mingxian's secretary, Liu Chunsheng, was slightly stunned. Xie Fusheng looked listless and didn't look like the shrewd and capable appearance of most village heads no matter how he looked. However, since Xie Fusheng introduced himself, presumably he was not an impostor. Liu Chunsheng hurriedly stepped forward to shake hands with these village cadre comrades one by one, "Thank you, comrades, for your concern. However, regarding our recent system, everyone must have studied it. Secretary Xie dare not disturb the normal work of comrades this time when he comes back, not to mention that everyone is busy during this spring plowing time. Holding a funeral has already disturbed all comrades, so we shouldn't affect everyone's normal work more. Thank you, thank you."

Not until Liu Chunsheng sent the village cadres out did Xie Fusheng and others realize that Xie Mingxian was really seeing guests off. Village cadres naturally dared not disturb the family affairs of the Provincial Party Secretary. Doing less means fewer mistakes; Xie Fusheng felt much more relaxed in his heart when he left.

Xie Mingxian really wasn't in the mood to say anything to the people outside. Seeing Liu Chunsheng send everyone away, he said to Liu Chunsheng who walked back: "Chunsheng, arrange for the comrades of the troops to rest and eat. Close the gate; I don't want to see outsiders."

Liu Chunsheng went to arrange these things. Xie Mingxian's brother had already brought a towel and a basin of water to Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian just wiped his face, looked up and saw his mother's coffin; he immediately burst into tears again. After crying for a good while, Xie Mingxian felt slightly better in his heart. After washing his face again, Xie Mingxian recovered basic calmness.

Sitting back in the chair, Xie Mingxian asked his father, "How did my mother pass away?"

Xie Mingxian's father did not answer, but just raised his head to look at the coffin parked in the room, a look of loss appearing on his aged face. Xie Mingxian waited for a while, seeing his father still not speaking, he was about to continue asking when he heard the door in the room open. Turning his head, Xie Mingxian saw the person he least wanted to see.

"Mother." Xie Minggu went up to support an elderly woman with bound feet walking out from the inner room door.

Xie Fuzheng's principal wife walked a few steps and sat down in the position of the mistress in the room. She tried to use a tone that could still be considered gentle and said: "Mingxian, you are back."

Xie Mingxian subconsciously wanted to stand up, but glancing at his mother's coffin, he sat firmly in the chair and said in as calm a tone as possible: "Hello, Auntie, long time no see."

The atmosphere in the room immediately became stiff. Xie Fuzheng's principal wife's face was as cold as frost. According to the rules, Xie Mingxian had to call her mother and even kowtow. But Xie Mingxian clearly expressed his attitude with practical actions and words. Seeing that Xie Mingxian not only had no intention of moving but also leaned comfortably in the chair with his legs crossed, Xie Fuzheng's principal wife snorted angrily and simply got up and went back to the inner room.

After his father's principal wife returned to the room, Xie Mingxian put down his crossed legs, turned his head and continued to ask his father. "How did my mother pass away?"

As if completely ignoring the fierce family conflict just now, Xie Fuzheng still had a look of loss on his face, "First it was wind-cold, then fever. Our local doctors couldn't cure it, so she was sent to the military hospital in the county. The hospital said it was some infection, and the high fever wouldn't go down. Later she didn't hold on."

"Why not send her to the hospital in Yueyang?" Xie Mingxian couldn't help questioning. But as soon as he finished speaking, he also felt that his words were really a bit excessive. Being able to send her to the military hospital in the county was already a very strenuous thing for the countryside. Xie Fuzheng was no longer the middle-aged man when Xie Mingxian left home thirteen years ago; the current Xie Fuzheng was already an old man. It was really unreasonable to blame such an old man so severely.

Xie Fuzheng seemed not to hear his son's excessiveness, still looking at the coffin in the room with a look of loss and remaining silent.

"Brother, it's wrong for you to say that." Xie Minggu sent his mother back to the inner room, and just as he came out, he heard Xie Mingxian questioning Xie Fuzheng. He couldn't help retorting, "At that time, Dad and I sent Second Mother to the county hospital. Dad did say whether to send Second Mother to the hospital in Yueyang, but we are in Hubei, not Hunan, and whether they would accept her over there was still a question. It was I who took the initiative to send Second Mother to the county hospital. If you want to blame someone, blame me!"

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian almost flew into a rage, but after all, he was someone who could become a Provincial Party Secretary, and he usually did a lot of criticism and self-criticism. At this time, Xie Mingxian already understood that the psychology for intermediate cadres of the People's Party mentioned the five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. At this time, Xie Mingxian was obviously in the anger stage, and Xie Mingxian also realized that his anger at this time was not so much anger caused by being unable to accept his mother's death, as it was an outburst of Xie Mingxian's long-deposited resentment towards this family for many years. If as an ordinary person, Xie Mingxian might be able to do this. But as a Provincial Party Secretary, Xie Mingxian could not do this no matter what.

Even though he understood this principle in his heart, Xie Mingxian still felt his heart beating violently due to uncontrollable anger, and his eardrums could even hear the thumping sound of blood vessel congestion.

Just then, Xie Fuzheng finally took the initiative to say a sentence, "The person is gone, so don't say these useless words. Mingxian, when do you plan to leave?"

Xie Mingxian was dumbfounded by these words. He had thought along the way that his old father would definitely say something, but he didn't expect his father not to mention Xie Mingxian contributing to the family at all, but actually put on a posture of driving people away. Since his own father was preparing to drive people away, Xie Mingxian had no reason to shamelessly insist on staying at home, not to mention that he originally had no plan to stay at home for a long time. Xie Mingxian had long lost any attachment to his hometown; he only hoped never to see this place again in his life.

"I will leave after mother is buried," Xie Mingxian replied.

"Then where do you plan to live these few days?" Xie Fuzheng continued to ask.

"Stay with the comrades of the troops first." Xie Mingxian didn't have the guts to engage in any special privileges, even though he had seniority in the party and his own advantages. However, Xie Mingxian knew deeply that he didn't have the talent of other comrades who were good at going through fire and water. The reason Xie Mingxian participated in the revolution was very simple. When he arrived in Shanghai as a stranger, Chen Ke gave him a book editing job that could utilize what Xie Mingxian had learned. Later, he continued to follow Chen Ke because the People's Party had money to maintain organizational operations, and everyone had wages. Initially, he engaged in "underground work" with Qi Huishen in Shanghai, and later worked in the Anhui base area. Before going to the battlefield, there was military training, arrangements, and plans. Doing civil affairs work also involved analysis and investigation. Generally speaking, what he did was no more dangerous than the comrades, nor harder than the comrades. What the comrades encountered and overcame, Xie Mingxian also experienced.

Regarding pioneering, innovation, and adapting to circumstances, Xie Mingxian believed that these were not his strengths. If Xie Mingxian thought he had any unique points, it might be that he could "endure." Understanding what exactly Chen Ke's instructions meant, Xie Mingxian distributed these instructions to the cadres of various departments, and then through meticulous work, he could basically ensure that the policy implementation did not deviate too much. And Xie Mingxian found that this "ability" of his was just a life-saving skill learned from being bullied at home.

Xie Mingxian actually envied those comrades who were free and easy, envied those comrades who were on the front line of fierce struggle, and especially envied the style displayed by Chen Ke that everything was under control. In Xie Mingxian's view, when the People's Party was tit-for-tat, facing the enemy's dagger, they could always pull out a big machete from behind.

And Xie Mingxian didn't even have to face the enemy; just facing his father, an ordinary commoner, he was already falling into a disadvantage step by step.

Xie Fuzheng didn't care what his son thought at all. Since his son Xie Mingxian had clearly expressed his future action plan, Xie Fuzheng got up and said: "Then come with me to see the graveyard. That place is right next to the plot I set for myself."

Xie Mingxian followed behind his father walking in the fields of his hometown, and his brother Xie Minggu followed behind Xie Mingxian. Honestly speaking, Xie Mingxian was very discouraged. He came this time intending to wait for his mother's illness to improve, then take her to the hospital in Yueyang, and then transfer her to the hospital in Changsha if there was a chance. This could also be considered a roundabout way to save her.

However, his mother's death had already dealt a blow to Xie Mingxian amidst shock, and now he was following obediently behind his father just like when he was a child. This was completely different from the situation of dominating the scene that Xie Mingxian had imagined. However, Xie Mingxian's father still looked unhurried, which made Xie Mingxian feel even more discouraged.

In terms of official position, Xie Mingxian was now the Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Committee and had more than a hundred troops in his hands. Although it was impossible to wash his hometown with blood, he could turn a village like his hometown upside down according to his own will. But organizational discipline firmly bound Xie Mingxian's hands and feet. Moreover, Xie Mingxian never dared to challenge the seriousness of organizational discipline.

The three stopped in front of a graveyard, which was the ancestral grave of the Xie family. Although saying so, the entire Xie clan was actually buried in this area. Seeing the grave mounds occupying a large piece of land, Xie Mingxian couldn't help asking: "Hasn't the establishment of spirit pagodas been proposed here yet?"

The People's Party began to promote cemeteries and spirit pagodas in many areas. Especially promoting spirit pagodas that occupy very little land, implementing the policy of centralized burial of ashes.

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, Xie Fuzheng just turned his head slightly to look at his son but didn't say a word. This made a thought pop up in Xie Mingxian's heart full of struggle: Could it be that his father insisted on earth burial?

Before Xie Mingxian could speak, Xie Minggu already said loudly: "Brother! What's wrong with you? After returning home, you only know how to fight with our own family. Yes, I know you think many people in our family treated you and Second Mother badly, so Dad never said a word about you never coming home. But regarding the burial, I have to explain to you clearly..."

"Minggu, shut up." Xie Fuzheng said slowly.

After listening to his father's words, Xie Minggu finally stopped angrily. Xie Mingxian turned his head to look at his brother whose face was flushed with anger, and his heart was somewhat shaken. He also knew that he was really excessive just now. In fact, even if he didn't call his father's principal wife "mother," at least standing up and calling "First Mother" was the due courtesy. This brother of his was very sensible. Even if Xie Mingxian embarrassed him to his face, Xie Minggu didn't make a sound. So making Xie Minggu angry like this must not be an ordinary matter.

"Minggu, what exactly is going on?" Xie Mingxian asked seriously.

Xie Minggu turned his head away not to look at Xie Mingxian. After a good while, he turned back and said with considerable malice: "Don't you say you follow the mass line and closely contact the masses? You shouldn't ask me; you should go ask those masses."



★


Structure 12

Volume 5 - Chapter 211

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 210 Structure (12)

Xie Mingxian would certainly not be foolish enough to really carry out mass work in his hometown, nor did he continue to question his father, who was as calm as usual, and his younger brother, who refused to explain no matter what. Xie Mingxian went directly to visit the village cadres.

Village head Liu Chunsheng came back very late. Because of the death of Xie Mingxian's mother and the appearance of Xie Mingxian himself, Liu Chunsheng, as the village head, had already wasted a lot of time during this tense spring plowing season. Fortunately, Xie Mingxian did not chat with Liu Chunsheng, which gave Liu Chunsheng time to continue working in the fields. When he returned home and found Secretary Xie actually waiting in the room himself, Liu Chunsheng was startled. He asked nervously: "Secretary Xie, is there something wrong with my arrangement? I have already sent someone to arrange a campsite for the comrades of the troops."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "Comrade Liu Chunsheng, your work is done very well. I didn't come here to question you about anything. I really came to ask you for advice."

Hearing Xie Mingxian say this, Liu Chunsheng finally steadied his emotions, "Secretary Xie, which aspect of work do you want me to report on?"

"Not report; I really came to ask you for advice." Xie Mingxian said very seriously, "I haven't been back for so long, and I don't know what the situation is in my family. I hope Comrade Liu Chunsheng can introduce the situation to me with an attitude of seeking truth from facts."

Liu Chunsheng couldn't figure out what Xie Mingxian's attitude was. If he came to punish someone, there was actually no need to make it so complicated. Calling Liu Chunsheng over and criticizing him fiercely was something Xie Mingxian could absolutely do. He didn't even need to say anything to Liu Chunsheng; if Xie Mingxian really wanted to adopt any policy towards his family, a document from above could solve the problem. So Liu Chunsheng had to believe a little that Xie Mingxian really wanted to understand the situation.

After roughly judging Xie Mingxian's purpose, Liu Chunsheng's face looked even worse. "Secretary Xie... I don't know this situation very well either."

Xie Mingxian might not understand the situation in his hometown, but he knew enough about village officials like Liu Chunsheng. If the village was governed very well, he would have probably started talking big long ago. There must be some problems that Liu Chunsheng dared not mention at all, which was why he prevaricated like this. However, Xie Mingxian couldn't do anything to the masses, but dealing with Liu Chunsheng was not difficult at all.

Keeping a straight face, Xie Mingxian said in a flat tone: "Comrade Liu Chunsheng, if you refuse to talk to me, I won't force you. I can make a report to the county, asking them to send someone to talk to you. If the comrades in the county also feel that some things are inconvenient to say, then I can make a report to the provincial committee, asking Comrade Lu Huitian to send someone to talk to you. If that still doesn't work, I can ask Secretary Lu Huitian to come and talk to you personally. However, do you think this is necessary?"

Hearing this, Liu Chunsheng turned pale with fright. He waved his hands hurriedly, "Secretary Xie, ask whatever you want. I will definitely say it, I will definitely say it."

"I don't know anything now, so I want to ask you to tell me personally about things related to our family." Xie Mingxian continued with a straight face, "Our family members are all here too. Presumably, it's not a big deal; presumably, it's just some neighborhood conflicts. Presumably, you also know that I am not welcomed at all in the village. How big can these things be? Just say it directly."

Hearing Xie Mingxian set a tone for reporting the situation first, the fear in Liu Chunsheng's heart decreased slightly. After swallowing a mouthful of saliva, he said: "Secretary Xie, I'm just telling you what I know. If I say anything wrong, please don't be angry."

Xie Mingxian pulled a bamboo stool for Liu Chunsheng and sat on one himself, "Say whatever there is."

Liu Chunsheng sat on the stool, thought for a while, and began to speak, "Secretary Xie, your mother is gone this time. Originally, your father planned to bury your mother. However, some old people in the village spoke up; they are all from the eldest branch of the Xie family. They said that a concubine cannot be buried in the ancestral grave; there is no such rule."

After finishing, Liu Chunsheng observed Xie Mingxian's expression himself, but seeing that Xie Mingxian's expression didn't change much, he stopped and dared not continue.

Seeing Liu Chunsheng not continuing, Xie Mingxian asked: "Then as the village head, how did you solve this matter?"

"Being this village head! There were some problems when I was elected." Liu Chunsheng said with great difficulty. After saying this, Liu Chunsheng thought for a moment, simply straightened his back, looked into Xie Mingxian's eyes, and started talking.

"Secretary Xie, you also know that your Xie family is a big household in the village. After you became a high official, the people of the Xie family thought about using your name to do things. At first, the county party secretary and the county magistrate dared not offend them too much, and the elected village head was also a member of the Xie family. As a result, our village had a fight over water with several neighboring villages, and the Xie family injured quite a few people from other villages. In the end, they even brought out your name, saying that even if they sued, with you here, the neighboring villages wouldn't win the lawsuit. This matter passed just like that at the time. But someone in the neighboring village became a soldier and later transferred to work in the Politics and Law Committee. This matter was poked to the top. Secretary Lu Huitian was extremely annoyed and personally sent someone to handle this matter. The county party secretary and the county magistrate were both given a major demerit and removed from office. How could the newly appointed county party secretary and county magistrate dare to relax on this matter? Those who beat people were arrested, and several were sentenced. All officials with the surname Xie in the village were removed."

Now Xie Mingxian understood where the basic problem lay. He even felt he somewhat understood why Lu Huitian actually sent a company to be his guard. "Then was anyone in my family involved in this matter?" Xie Mingxian asked.

Seeing that Xie Mingxian was really not angry, Liu Chunsheng felt greatly reassured. He said: "Secretary Xie, I am a few years older than you, and I also know some things in the village. Your father was very formidable back then and offended quite a few people in the village. After your family produced a high official like you, people who originally wanted to screw your father behind his back during the land reform didn't dare to act. As far as I know, originally they wanted to punish your family severely by using the fact that your family was a landlord. After that incident, the village wanted your father to help. The Xie family shouted that the county magistrate was nothing; they had someone above. But your father held on and didn't budge at all. Now that the Xie family saw your family couldn't help at all, they treated your family even worse and often looked for trouble with your family. After you took the old lady away, many people said you wanted to take the whole family to the provincial capital. But after waiting for almost a year with no movement, more people made irresponsible remarks. Our Liu family doesn't have as many people as the Xie family, and what we say doesn't count. Master Xie had no choice but to invite the old lady back."

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian's expression finally became ugly. He said in a dry voice: "Village Head Liu, tell me clearly whatever happened; don't hide anything from me. Do you hear me!"

Seeing that Xie Mingxian was truly angry, not knowing whether the weather was cold enough or Xie Mingxian's voice was ruthless enough, Liu Chunsheng couldn't help trembling slightly, "Secretary Xie, you also know that your mother is from the Liu family. However, your uncle's family was declining back then, and there was talk of selling your mother. Later, I don't know how your father got this news; he paid a large sum of money to marry your mother as a concubine. At that time, the people of the eldest branch of the Xie family happened to be fighting for land with our Liu family. From then on, they used this to look down on our Liu family people. But that land was finally obtained by your father, so those people of the eldest branch held a grudge against your family. Our Liu family people also didn't like your family because people always talked about this. So at that time, you suffered a lot of grievances..."

Xie Mingxian never expected that he originally wanted to ask what happened recently, but even old scores were dragged out. It turned out that the reason why his mother and he suffered so much discrimination was actually this. Stunned there for a long while, Xie Mingxian couldn't say a word. He left home to escape those who treated him badly. After escaping, Xie Mingxian joined the revolutionary big family. Country, country, the People's Party regards the country as home. With these comrades who went through fire and water and shed blood and sweat together, the achievements belonging to the People's Party were established. However, the contradictions in the countryside had not been completely resolved until now.

"Didn't you struggle a bit as village cadres?" Xie Mingxian asked coldly.

"The county is unwilling to intervene in the affairs of our village. Because of the water grabbing incident, we formed a feud with several neighboring villages. The county is unwilling to cause trouble by merging villages either. Several neighboring villages were originally frightened by your reputation. Now seeing that the Xie family is not as powerful as said, they are unwilling to merge with our village. Otherwise, look at why our village is still like this!" Liu Chunsheng said with considerable resentment.

Xie Mingxian took over the conversation, "So the village vented all the resentment on my family?"

This time Liu Chunsheng dared not take over the conversation. Feeling extremely embarrassed, Liu Chunsheng was restless. After a good while, he said: "Secretary Xie, I have also participated in many county meetings. I also know that the central government has repeatedly ordered not to allow any special treatment for the families of leading cadres. I know you are also really in a difficult position. You brought so many comrades from the troops this time. I think you should just let the comrades from the troops carry the coffin for the funeral. Once the person is buried, this matter will pass. With the comrades from the troops helping with the funeral, those people from the eldest branch of the Xie family won't dare to stop it no matter what."

Now Xie Mingxian finally understood the ins and outs of the matter, and also understood what a capable comrade Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian was. Just holding a simple funeral with a hundred or so comrades. It would save Xie Mingxian's face and effectively deter the eldest branch of the Xie family. The most important thing was to solve this problem in the shortest time. Even if someone made an issue of this matter, Lu Huitian could take full responsibility. After Xie Mingxian left, Xie Mingxian's hometown would maintain the status quo temporarily, and there would be plenty of opportunities to solve this matter in the future. From the perspective of administrative means, it was indeed an experience very worth learning.

However, the anger in Xie Mingxian's heart was fanned doubly, not against Lu Huitian, but against those guys who once made Xie Mingxian suffer so much. If he did according to the route arranged by Lu Huitian, at least Xie Mingxian would be submitting to these clan forces. Lu Huitian could handle it this way when governing Hubei, but Xie Mingxian was unwilling to continue admitting defeat like this.

After communicating with Liu Chunsheng on some issues for a while, Xie Mingxian got up to leave.

Coming out of Liu Chunsheng's house, Xie Mingxian didn't go back to his own home directly. He went to his uncle's house first. For the visit of such a high-ranking nephew, both of Xie Mingxian's uncles' entire families were alarmed. Hearing that Xie Mingxian just wanted a few young lads from his uncle's family to help, his two uncles' families agreed readily. Xie Mingxian spent a lot of effort to hold back, not letting himself ask his uncle where exactly their family was going to sell his mother back then. Even so, Xie Mingxian felt uncomfortable all over. After leaving some gift money for his uncle's family, he left in a hurry.

Staying in the troop camp for one night, Xie Mingxian was almost sleepless all night. Various things in the past could be connected according to a thread, making Xie Mingxian feel somewhat enlightened. However, this knot was accumulated over many years, and it was impossible to melt in just one day. All the crux concentrated on one person, that is Xie Mingxian's father.

Xie Mingxian was not a fool either. Even if he suffered anger from outsiders, Xie Mingxian didn't take it to heart too much. What he couldn't accept most was that his father was described by Liu Chunsheng as a very capable, shrewd, and strong person. To marry Xie Mingxian's mother, he also spent a huge amount of energy and money. Then why did such a person refuse to stand up and support Xie Mingxian a little when Xie Mingxian was bullied, or at least encourage Xie Mingxian a little? Even if he couldn't do these, saying a few words that could warm people's hearts, Xie Mingxian's father should always be able to do it, right?

But Xie Mingxian never had such a memory, not even once. Encouragement, support, and even celebrating for success—these were things Xie Mingxian had read in books and only experienced personally after joining the People's Party. When he was beside his father, Xie Mingxian felt only the plainest indifference. Thinking of these, Xie Mingxian couldn't help but derive a deep question: did he disappoint his father so much? Being praised by teachers since childhood, and later passing the imperial examination, this would be considered a very remarkable thing in any family. Could it be so worthless in the eyes of Xie Mingxian's father?

Thinking back and forth, Xie Mingxian felt his head was dizzy. He didn't know when he fell asleep in a daze.

The sound of reporting the password woke Xie Mingxian from his dream. Looking up, he saw the sky was slightly bright. The troops outside had already started morning exercises. Xie Mingxian looked at the bamboo ribs supporting the tent and couldn't remember where he was for a moment. He had also worked in the army; in fact, there were few middle and high-level cadres in the People's Party who hadn't served in the army. This familiar sound of drilling was once part of the comrades' lives.

Almost instinctively climbing up to put on clothes, Xie Mingxian remembered that he was already in his hometown, and the purpose of this trip had changed from visiting his mother to attending a funeral. Thinking of his mother, Xie Mingxian's tears flowed out again. Covering his mouth and sobbing silently for a while, Xie Mingxian got up and wiped his face.

Walking out of the tent and looking at the morning glow on the horizon, Xie Mingxian knew that today was a day he must struggle. It was a day when the struggle must be won. Cheering up, eating simple field rations with the comrades, Xie Mingxian strode towards the direction of home with his secretary.
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Xie Mingxian felt that whether the matter in his heart was truly put down had a considerable impact on his psychology. Just like before he went home, he had almost elevated the conflict with his father to the height of class struggle. Now this contradiction still existed, but it had been lowered all the way from class struggle to internal contradictions among the people, and this struggle level was still continuously declining. When Xie Mingxian walked into the house and saw his father already in the courtyard preparing to carry the coffin for the funeral, Xie Mingxian lowered this contradiction level again in his heart to the grade of internal family contradictions.

After having such a feeling, Xie Mingxian suddenly felt very strange; why didn't he have such an understanding before? If Xie Mingxian pushed his own lack of progress onto the "decaying Confucian culture," it would also be possible. Confucian culture talked about fatherly kindness and filial piety, about harmony, about all beautiful things. At that time, Xie Mingxian really longed for these things in books to exist. He hoped to live in such a world.

Looking at these texts from a dialectical perspective, Xie Mingxian immediately had a completely different understanding. The purpose of propaganda is to achieve things that are difficult to achieve. If this world were not full of contradictions and cruel struggles, the set propagated by Confucianism would have no meaning of existence at all. It was precisely because of the hope that the world could be better that Confucian sages established thoughts and formulated systems. And Xie Mingxian undoubtedly did not reach the level and height of Confucian sages before. He didn't understand those books at all, just as "A Madman's Diary," which Xie Mingxian suddenly recalled in his hard thinking last night, said: Everything must be studied before it can be understood. In ancient times, people were often eaten; I remember this too, but not very clearly. I opened history to check; this history had no dates, and on every page were scrawled the words "Benevolence, Righteousness, and Morality." I couldn't sleep anyway, so I read carefully for half the night, only to see words from between the lines; the whole book was filled with two words: "Eat People"!

The sun continued to climb up. After it was bright, several young men from Xie Mingxian's uncle's family arrived at Xie Mingxian's house to take over. They didn't dare to go directly to Xie Mingxian's house yesterday, but only saw from a distance Xie Mingxian riding on a tall horse, returning to his hometown gloriously surrounded by hundreds of mighty troops. So although they were in their early twenties or nearly thirty, they all looked at Xie Mingxian with awe and envy.

Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng, invited everyone to drink water first, and then pointed to the wooden bars and ropes leaning against the wall, "Prepare to carry the person away."

The young men were a bit cramped after hearing this. The leader was Li Shouxian's cousin. He said hesitantly: "Uncle, if we don't carry it well, please don't blame us."

There was still no expression on Xie Fuzheng's aged face. He said calmly: "You can come to help; this is you valuing the relationship of relatives. I really can't carry it anymore, so I have to rely on you young men. What's good or bad about carrying? If we are tired on the road, we will rest; if we can't walk fast, we will walk slowly. Carrying your aunt to bury her, I will be endlessly grateful to you. When we come back, I will treat you to a meal."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng took out several red envelopes from his bosom and distributed one to each young man.

Seeing that Xie Fuzheng was not picky at all and gave red envelopes, the expressions of the young men immediately relaxed. They pinched the thickness of the red envelopes, and almost beaming with joy, they came up and began to insert the wooden bars under the coffin and set them up, then used ropes to tie the coffin firmly to the wooden bars. Fearing that the wooden bars were not strong enough, two wooden bars were placed at each of the three rows of positions for six people to carry. The ends of the bars were wrapped thickly with white cloth, which neither hurt the shoulders nor made it hard to exert force.

Seeing that these were ready, Xie Fuzheng said to Xie Mingxian: "Do you want to look at your mother again, or look a few more times when we arrive at the graveyard?"

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian couldn't help crying again. He held the coffin opening and looked at his mother's remains, unable to bear letting people close the coffin no matter what. His cousins saw Xie Mingxian crying sadly and wanted to come up to persuade him but didn't know what to say, nor did they dare to come up rashly to persuade him. Xie Fuzheng invited several people to the back room to drink tea and eat snacks, letting Xie Mingxian vent his sadness here alone. Before going to the back room, Xie Fuzheng said to Xie Minggu: "Close the door; what is there for others to see?"

Xie Mingxian didn't care about these arrangements of his father at all. Thinking that he would be separated from his mother forever, he couldn't stop crying. He had seen birth, old age, sickness, and death before. On the battlefield, so many fresh young lives turned into corpses covering the ground in an instant. There would always be corpses on the river after floods. When Xie Mingxian did "underground work" in Shanghai, even in years without war and natural disasters, there were dead bodies on the streets of Shanghai every day. Old, young, male, female; every winter, countless poor people died. At that time, Xie Mingxian also felt sad, and after sadness, a strong desire to change this tragic situation in China arose in his heart.

Now his mother passed away, and Xie Mingxian's feeling was completely different from before. It was as if a big piece was forcibly dug out of his own soul. Even knowing that his mother would pass away eventually, that huge hollow feeling could not be filled no matter what. That feeling of emptiness made Xie Mingxian tremble all over. He knew very well that he had lost his dearest mother forever.

After crying for a while longer, Xie Mingxian left the side of the coffin, knelt silently in front of his mother's coffin, and began to burn paper money in a basin. The People's Party absolutely did not recruit religious believers, nor did it advocate any view of the world after death. If these old rules of funeral procession must be raised to the level of principle, that would be engaging in feudal superstition. However, Xie Mingxian didn't care at this time. That part of brain cells in his mind controlling Provincial Party Secretary Xie Mingxian was still active. If someone questioned Xie Mingxian why he did this at this time, Xie Mingxian would definitely tell that person calmly that he didn't actually believe in this, but his mother did, and Xie Mingxian did this entirely for peace of mind.

Simply but without missing a single link, he completed the traditional funeral procedures. Xie Mingxian found that as long as no thought of showing off to others was mixed in, and as long as no meaningless gaudiness was mixed in, these traditional funeral procedures effectively organized the process of people painfully separating from their relatives. Every step expressed grief, and the completion of every step could roughly give a little comfort to the psychology of the living.

As a former Xiucai of the Qing Dynasty, Xie Mingxian knew very well that the "Doctrine of the Mean" said: occupy the position, practice the rites, play the music, respect what they honored, love what they were intimate with; serve the dead as if they were living, serve the departed as if they were present; this is the perfection of filial piety.

Xie Mingxian finally felt that for the living, this was indeed a good way to greatly alleviate the pain of losing a loved one. Although this actually had no effect on the dead.

It was also at this time that Xie Mingxian heard a knock on the door from outside first, and then someone shouted: "Is Brother Mingxian in?"

Xie Mingxian's fighting nerve immediately became active. Holding a funeral and burying relatives was originally just a very private matter, but in human society, this was not a simple private matter. At least in the eyes of many people, it was not a private matter. This is not a joke. In the summary of people's bankruptcy caused by borrowing loans when the People's Party did social surveys, the reason "weddings and funerals" ranked second, and ordinary people's bankruptcy caused by eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, and smoking was far behind "weddings and funerals."

For Xie Mingxian, holding such a simple funeral was impossible to make him bankrupt. Moreover, Xie Mingxian's father Xie Fuzheng didn't even use Xie Mingxian's money. From the coffin, clothes, even the red envelopes distributed to the coffin bearers, and the wine and food to entertain those who helped, facts proved that Xie Fuzheng had prepared all this long ago. However, reality proved that even if the Xie family kept such a low profile, there were still people unwilling to let the Xie family go.

At this time, there was no one else in the courtyard. The secretary looked at Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian waved his hand to him, signaling the secretary not to open the door or answer first. Those people outside urged Xie Mingxian to make up his mind. He originally wasn't sure what to bury with his mother. Putting copper coins in the mouth, or even gold, silver, and beautiful jade, couldn't make Xie Mingxian feel anything to be proud of. Xie Mingxian took off his party emblem from the shirt inside his clothes and pinned it seriously on the pillow by his mother's head. Xie Mingxian found that this was the thing that truly made him feel proud and could entrust his grief.

Regardless of how they knocked on the door or shouted outside, Xie Mingxian called the secretary over to close the coffin together. He breathed a sigh of relief, wiped away tears, and tidied his clothes. Only then did Xie Mingxian go to open the door.

A large crowd of people gathered outside the door darkly. At such a critical juncture of spring plowing, these people didn't go to work in the fields but ran to Xie Mingxian's house, which really made Xie Mingxian feel very disappointed.

The one knocking on the door was the one who claimed to be Xie Mingxian's childhood classmate yesterday, with several old men standing behind. Seeing the door open, that "classmate" poked his head in to look first. There were no comrades from the troops in the courtyard at all. The "classmate" then withdrew his body and said to Xie Mingxian as if relieved of a heavy burden: "Brother Mingxian, how are you planning to give our aunt a grand funeral?"

Xie Mingxian said in a very calm tone: "No grand funeral. I plan to bury my mother today, and this matter ends here."

"What?!" Xie Mingxian's classmate immediately screamed. He looked Xie Mingxian up and down slightly exaggeratedly, "Brother Mingxian, you are such a big official now. Speaking of which, this is also a former governor. If you handle our aunt's funeral like this, you will be laughed at."

"Hehe," Xie Mingxian sneered a few times. He and his mother had lived amidst people's jokes for decades. This group of people who had mocked Xie Mingxian actually had the face to say that Xie Mingxian would be laughed at for handling the funeral simply. This was really too "humorous."

Seeing Xie Mingxian sneer, that "classmate" also knew what Xie Mingxian was sneering at. A look of embarrassment flashed across his face, and then the "classmate" leaned forward, almost whispering against Xie Mingxian's ear, "Brother Mingxian, there were indeed people who laughed at you before, but if you handle our aunt's matter grandly this time, who would dare to laugh at you when this matter is mentioned in the future? Why don't you understand?!"

Xie Mingxian wanted very much to question his "classmate": who do you think you are? But anyway, the People's Party had discipline, and Xie Mingxian was unwilling to intensify contradictions meaninglessly. He stepped back slightly and said indifferently: "Let them laugh if they want to. This is how I do things. If everyone has nothing else, then hurry to the fields to work. We will finish the funeral ourselves."

Seeing that Xie Mingxian refused to give in, that "classmate" had no choice, and they dared not really do anything to Xie Mingxian. The "classmate" turned his head in difficulty to look at the several old men behind him.

The "Granduncle" from yesterday saw that Xie Mingxian was impervious to reason and knew that Xie Mingxian's "classmate" could not persuade Xie Mingxian no matter what. He stepped forward, "Mingxian, how close your mother was to you back then. Every time I saw your mother taking you out, she protected you like a chick. Do you have the heart to let your mother be buried just like this? Can you still be considered filial?!"

Hearing this "Granduncle" question his filial piety like this, it actually wiped out the little bit of guilt remaining in Xie Mingxian's heart completely. No matter how Xie Mingxian blamed himself, if he showed weakness to this group of people and was manipulated by them at this time, Xie Mingxian felt that this would be the greatest unfilial piety to his mother.

Standing steadily at his own door, Xie Mingxian said calmly: "Granduncle, whether I am filial or not, my mother knows, and I know myself. This is a matter between us mother and son. My mother can't hear whatever you say now, so why bother? Granduncle, I'm afraid you have been standing for quite a while. I think you shouldn't tire yourself out; why not go home and rest for a while first?"

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, the faces of these people in front changed greatly, while someone behind couldn't help snickering.

"Granduncle" kept a straight face, chattering about how unfilial Xie Mingxian was doing this and how he let down Xie Mingxian's mother. The secretary behind Xie Mingxian was already full of anger and was about to step forward to say something when Xie Mingxian stopped him. At this time, Xie Mingxian had completely figured it out. Not only Xie Mingxian himself, but his father Xie Fuzheng, who was entertaining guests in the back room at this time, didn't care at all about what these people in the village would say. Even if Xie Mingxian's "reputation was ruined" in his hometown from now on, and even those surrounding places also thought Xie Mingxian's "reputation was ruined," so what? Xie Mingxian would eat when he should eat, sleep when he should sleep, and live as he should live. As long as the system established by the People's Party existed, no one could openly harm any person living a normal life. Let others say what they want.

Seeing Xie Mingxian looking determined like a crow eating a weight, and "Granduncle" having cursed and attacked for a good while, seemingly tired quite a bit. Finally, "Granduncle" stopped talking. He paused to pant for a moment before continuing to ask: "Then Mingxian, how exactly do you plan to hold the funeral?"

"I'll carry my mother out and bury her; that's how the funeral will be held." Xie Mingxian replied.

Hearing this, "Granduncle" sneered, "Then where do you plan to go out from?"

Xie Mingxian felt quite strange in his heart; what was this strange question about? Maintaining his calmness, Xie Mingxian replied: "Just carry her out through the door. What is there to ask about where to go out from?"

A big sneer appeared on "Granduncle's" face, "This is not a rule of the Xie family alone; this is an old rule of thousands of years. A concubine! When dead, she cannot go through the door. A hole must be chiseled in the wall to go out from the hole."

Now, before Xie Mingxian made a sound, the secretary was truly furious. If it was a small conflict before, what this "Granduncle" said now clearly showed that he wanted to confront to the end.

How could Xie Mingxian not guess the secretary's reaction? He turned his head and pressed the secretary's shoulder, telling this young man to calm down. Turning back, Xie Mingxian asked loudly: "Then what if I insist on carrying the person out through the main gate?"

Granduncle did not give in either. He pointed to the door and said: "We old guys will move chairs and sit at the door. If you want to go out, just crush over us!"
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Several old men finally used their identities as "elders" and "clan elders" to deal with Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian had thought about such a possibility long ago. In fact, ever since Xie Mingxian realized where his personal problem lay, he not only didn't find it ridiculous for the old gentlemen to do so, but even thought these old men would inevitably make such a choice. After all, they were prominent figures in the village and valued their face higher than the sky. If they were really asked to roll on the ground and make a scene, the old men probably wouldn't be able to do it.

Seeing the Provincial Party Secretary being so embarrassed, the secretary could no longer bear it. He leaned close to Xie Mingxian and whispered: "Secretary Xie, how about I invite the comrades from the troops over?"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No need. I came to attend a funeral, not to conduct a sweep."

"But these people are too excessive." The secretary still couldn't help his anger.

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly. In the secretary's view, the "enemy" was pressing forward step by step, almost reaching the point of revealing the dagger. But in Xie Mingxian's view, these people in front of him had basically reached the end of their wits. Although he didn't know what specific steps they would take, long-term struggle made Xie Mingxian very clear that with just one small step, one last small step, these people would collapse.

Without making Xie Mingxian wait too long, his "classmate" ran up and said to Xie Mingxian, "Brother Mingxian, we are all fellow villagers; why do you have to do this?"

Xie Mingxian didn't say a word, waiting for his "classmate" to lay out the path. Xie Mingxian's "classmate" did not disappoint him. He continued: "How about this, Brother Mingxian, let's go to the ancestral hall. The elders are not unreasonable people. As long as we talk properly, we can definitely make sense."

"I won't go to the ancestral hall. And I came today to attend the funeral; I want to bury my mother. Or do you think I can't bury my mother?" Xie Mingxian said loudly, his sharp gaze making the classmate in front of him almost shudder.

"Absolutely not, absolutely not!" Xie Mingxian's classmate hurriedly said. At this moment, he suddenly regretted being too impatient and accidentally revealing his cards, allowing Xie Mingxian to seize the reason. But what this classmate said just now was what the eldest branch of the Xie family cared about most. Xie Mingxian's father, as a side branch, had always been too capable, consistently suppressing the eldest branch. After Xie Mingxian occupied a high position, Xie Mingxian's father seemed even more estranged from the eldest branch of the Xie family. The eldest branch of the Xie family not only didn't get any benefits because of Xie Mingxian but also suffered government crackdowns because of the water grabbing fight. If they couldn't take this opportunity to control Xie Mingxian, once Xie Mingxian left, they would have to go to Xie Mingxian's territory to find him in the future.

But what could have been planned calmly was completely destroyed by Xie Mingxian's father, Xie Fuzheng's plan to bury quickly. There was no grand banquet, nor beating of gongs and drums. The eldest branch originally thought that Xie Mingxian would quarrel fiercely with Xie Fuzheng because of such a simple funeral after returning. Unexpectedly, Xie Mingxian actually made the same choice as his father Xie Fuzheng. If a hundred or so soldiers forcibly carried the person out for the funeral, giving the eldest branch of the Xie family ten guts, they wouldn't dare to stop it.

However, care leads to chaos. Xie Mingxian's classmate accidentally said something that Xie Mingxian caught, and Xie Mingxian made it clear that he would not let go of this opportunity. No matter how Xie Mingxian's classmate tried to defend himself, Xie Mingxian continued to say loudly as if he didn't hear it: "My mother is lying in the room now. Do you just not want my mother to be buried? If you think so, you might as well say it directly."

Once overwhelming the opponent in momentum, Xie Mingxian was not a weak character. A weak guy could not become a Provincial Party Secretary no matter what. More importantly, Xie Mingxian had thoroughly understood that this was just a conflict of interest among the masses. No matter what thoughts were behind it, the problem must be limited to the matter itself. Obviously, Xie Mingxian's opposition was bent on muddying the waters, while what Xie Mingxian had to do was precisely to guide the problem to specific issues. In the process of killing Cai Yuanpei, Xie Mingxian understood this very well.

Being questioned and rebuked by Xie Mingxian like this, the arrogance of the people outside the door was knocked down by a large chunk. Anyway, it wasn't a life-and-death moment, and no one would act recklessly regardless of everything. In Hubei under the rule of the People's Party, even if the eldest branch of the Xie family didn't get extra benefits, life was getting better day by day. Asking them to kill officials and rebel, they had neither the guts nor the intention. Seeing that the plan was about to fail completely, several elders could only strictly guard the bottom line.

"Mingxian, if you want to bury your mother, we won't say anything, nor will we stop you." The Granduncle took over the conversation, "But for thousands of years, there has been no rule of burying a concubine through the main gate. This can only be done by opening the wall. If you want to break this rule now, we old men will never agree. Whatever you say now won't work! If you don't want the troops to come, we will help you open the wall. In short, this rule cannot be broken. If you insist on going through the main gate, I will stop you no matter what."

The situation that was somewhat tense just now was turned into something like relying on old age to sell old age with a few words. Xie Mingxian's secretary felt that this face change was a bit too fast. But right now, Xie Mingxian fell into an even more difficult situation. If he had sent troops to deter them at the beginning, even if the reason was far-fetched, at least there was a reason. Now there was no chance to use force. While thinking quickly of a way in his mind, the secretary looked at Xie Mingxian.

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian said loudly: "Granduncle, you say my mother cannot go out from this door, then I ask you, can I go out from this door? If I go out from this door, will you stop me?"

These words were inevitably somewhat inexplicable. The group of the eldest branch of the Xie family at the door looked at each other, really not understanding what Xie Mingxian meant. Xie Mingxian didn't give these people too much time either. He took a step forward and continued to ask loudly: "If I, Xie Mingxian, go out from this door, will you stop me?"

The people blocking the door looked at Xie Mingxian's imposing manner looking down from above and couldn't help taking a step back. The Granduncle calmed himself and looked at Xie Mingxian with suspicious eyes, "It's okay if you go out from this door, but if you carry your mother with others, it won't do."

"Good, that's settled." Xie Mingxian answered loudly. After speaking, he strode towards the back room under everyone's surprised gaze.

But he heard the Granduncle behind him say: "Mingxian, I advise you to open a hole in the wall to go out. We are family; after opening the hole, carrying the coffin for the funeral, we will definitely not let you do it yourself."

Xie Mingxian didn't look back and walked straight to his own back room. Such a dispute had long alerted the people in the back room. Xie Mingxian's cousins hid at the door listening with pricked ears for a long time. Seeing Xie Mingxian come in, they all looked at Xie Mingxian with complex eyes.

"Everyone prepare for the funeral; I'll have to trouble you all now." Xie Mingxian said to the people in the room.

Xie Mingxian's eldest cousin looked out from the room door and saw the dark crowd blocking the door outside. He gasped and dared not move. After a while, he said: "My legs are soft; I'm afraid I can't carry it."

Hearing this, Xie Mingxian was a bit dumbfounded. However, he didn't want to complicate matters anymore. Ignoring the cowardly eldest cousin, Xie Mingxian asked the other cousins: "Who else can't carry it? Say it now."

Immediately, three other cousins expressed that they were afraid they couldn't do it. Only the three youngest cousins looked eager to try, "Brother Mingxian, we are willing to carry."

Xie Mingxian was slightly troubled. Carrying the coffin required six people, and according to his plan, it had to be six people. Even with three cousins plus Xie Mingxian's secretary, four people were probably not enough.

Seeing Xie Mingxian's expression, his father Xie Fuzheng said slowly: "If there are not enough people, let your brothers help you."

These words surprised Xie Mingxian quite a bit. His younger brother Xie Minggu was fine, but his elder brothers had been Xie Mingxian's enemies since childhood and usually didn't even talk. Seeing Xie Mingxian's hesitant expression, Xie Fuzheng didn't say anything more but just went into the inner room. Soon, he walked out with Xie Mingxian's younger brother Xie Minggu and Xie Mingxian's second elder brother Xie Mingwang. Not seen for more than ten years, Xie Mingwang had also changed from a young man to a sturdy middle-aged man.

Continuing the antagonistic appearance from childhood, Xie Mingwang didn't exchange pleasantries with Xie Mingxian at all, just standing quietly beside his father.

"Six people, carry it." Xie Fuzheng said. Everyone agreed and walked towards the front hall. Xie Mingxian's cousin ran excitedly to the front, about to grab the frontmost bar end, but heard Xie Mingxian's brother Xie Mingwang say: "Let our Xie family members carry the front."

Xie Mingxian's cousin was stunned, and a look of dissatisfaction immediately appeared on his face. Xie Mingxian hurried up to comfort his cousin. To show respect, he let his secretary stand at the very back position. No matter how dissatisfied Xie Mingxian's cousin was, he dared not not give face to Xie Mingxian. With a slightly sullen look, they gave up the front row.

Although he had heard the word "tai gang" (arguing/bickering, literally carrying a bar) and heard that those troublemakers would be called "gang tou" (bar head) in some places, Xie Mingxian couldn't guarantee whether his brother counted as a "gang tou." Feeling slightly uneasy in his heart, Xie Mingxian had no other way to think of. That his brother, who was usually not close, could stand up was already greatly beyond Xie Mingxian's expectations.

Xie Mingxian hurriedly said: "Thank you, brother. It's just that I'm afraid everyone will have to suffer a bit more next."

Xie Mingwang just hummed softly but said nothing more. Then, under everyone's gaze, Xie Mingxian stepped on the stool next to the coffin and climbed onto the coffin. He held the two frontmost sides of the coffin tightly with both hands, then his shoulders were level with the front edge of the coffin, and his head protruded from the front of the coffin. Under the surprised gaze of the six coffin bearers, Xie Mingxian said: "Alright, let's go."

Just now, everyone heard that Xie Mingxian and "Granduncle" reached an agreement. No one could stop Xie Mingxian from going out, but if Xie Mingxian carried his mother out, he must be stopped. Everyone never expected Xie Mingxian to actually play such a trick. The faces of the six coffin bearers were either surprised or simply showed smiles completely unsuitable for a funeral.

Amidst the confusion, they heard Xie Fuzheng say slowly: "Carry and go."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng put the bag containing paper money on his shoulder and walked out first.

The people outside didn't expect that Xie Mingxian, a dignified Provincial Party Secretary, would act so shamelessly. But seeing the coffin lifted up, Xie Mingxian's head extending in front of the coffin, and the coffin moving step by step towards the courtyard gate with the efforts of six people.

Now the people at the door were anxious. Just as they wanted to rush forward, Xie Mingxian's few timid cousins showed enough cleverness at this time. They hurried forward to block the crowd, managing to protect the gate at any rate.

When the coffin reached the door, Xie Mingxian said loudly: "Granduncle, are you blocking the door to not let me go out?"

"Mingxian, what are you doing?" That Granduncle's face almost turned white with anger. After being choked by Xie Mingxian's words just now, he really had no way to say anything more now.

They only saw Xie Mingxian lying on the coffin shouting: "I want to go out now; none of you stop me."

At this time, whether those trying to block the door or those trying to rush out the door, many people had smiles on their faces that had nothing to do with the funeral. A funeral that should have been serious almost turned into a farce.

Xie Mingxian didn't care so much either; he just continued to shout: "I want to go out now; none of you stop me."

Xie Mingxian's few cousins also tried hard to squeeze and resist. Those people outside had been standing for quite a while, and most of them were tired, while these people ate and drank in the back room and rested for quite a while. They were obviously physically advantageous. Moreover, at this time, no matter which aspect of reasoning, they occupied the advantage, so they had no scruples. After a round of fighting and squeezing, the coffin head finally went out of the gate.

The so-called defeat like a landslide is exactly this. They couldn't win in reasoning, couldn't win in tricks, plus couldn't win in strength. When a part of the coffin finally moved out of the gate, the people outside also lost heart. Someone finally withdrew from the blocking ranks. Other blockers either gave up or slackened their work. Soon, more and more of the coffin came out. Xie Mingxian swayed left and right as if riding a bumping horse. He used both hands and feet, trying hard to stabilize himself on the coffin so as not to fall off. After another effort, the coffin carried by six people finally broke free from the crowd through the gate and reached the street.

The six coffin bearers were all panting heavily from exhaustion. Seeing that the goal was finally achieved, they almost simultaneously asked each other: "Let's rest."

Although Xie Mingxian didn't join the "battle group," in order to stabilize himself on the coffin, he also exerted a lot of effort. When the six people put down the coffin, he also climbed down from the coffin panting heavily. Looking back at his own gate, Xie Mingxian felt a burst of relief in his heart. In any case, Xie Mingxian broke through the obstacles and let his mother come out through the main gate.

No one spoke; everyone really didn't know what to say. After resting like this for a while, Xie Mingxian asked the cousin in the last row to give up the bar end. He said: "Let's go."

Six people lifted the coffin and continued towards the graveyard.

Naturally, there were people following to watch the excitement, but when seeing the graveyard from a distance, sharp-eyed people saw that a group of soldiers were already waiting at the graveyard first. Seeing the funeral coffin appear, the comrades of the troops hurried to send people to escort it. A few wooden bars were placed under the coffin, and the number of coffin bearers changed from six to ten. Such a number would also become a joke circulating in Xie Mingxian's hometown in the future; there had never been such a number for carrying a coffin.

But Xie Mingxian didn't care about this kind of thing at all. Many hands make light work. After four new people joined, everyone felt the pressure on their shoulders lighten, and the walking speed increased a lot.

The comrades of the troops had already dug the grave pit, and the burial speed was also very fast. Less than half an hour after Xie Mingxian threw the first shovel of earth, a new grave mound was built up.

Xie Mingxian knelt in front of his mother's grave with a thud. This time he didn't cry anymore. He kowtowed three times respectfully. Xie Mingxian said with bright eyes: "Mother, I'm leaving now. I'll come back to see you when I'm free in the future. But I swear to you in front of your grave, I will fight these things to the end in my life. I will definitely eradicate these feudal things completely. I will never let such things happen in China again!"

After making a solemn promise and kowtowing three more times to his mother, Xie Mingxian stood up and said to the comrades: "Prepare to set off!"

After this incident, Xie Mingxian's cousins were obviously much closer to Xie Mingxian than early in the morning. Xie Mingxian's second elder brother still had a cold face, as if he hadn't helped his brother just now. The group stopped at the gathering place of the cavalry. The troops had already packed their equipment, everyone leading their horses, just waiting for Xie Mingxian to issue the order to set off.

Xie Fuzheng still said calmly: "Mingxian, go now. I'll handle the rest."

Xie Mingxian really didn't know what to say to his father. He hesitated for a while and said: "Dad, do you want to move to Changsha to settle down after a while? If you don't want to go to Changsha, going to Wuhan or Yueyang is fine too."

"Let your brother go with you now. He is young; let him go out and see the world." Xie Fuzheng still replied plainly.

Xie Mingxian really didn't know what was in his old father's mind. Xie Fuzheng seemed to have no human emotions. Whether it was parting in life and death or his son going far away, it was as plain as drinking cold water to Xie Fuzheng. Xie Minggu, on the other hand, showed a happy smile, "Thank you, Dad."

"Follow your brother now; no need to go home." Xie Fuzheng said.

Xie Mingxian really didn't want to consider what his father thought anymore. He couldn't help asking the question he cared about most at this time, "Dad, why did you marry my mother back then?"

This question seemed to have some effect. At least the expression on Xie Fuzheng's face changed slightly. But this expression didn't make Xie Mingxian feel any happiness because that expression was more like a mockery of an unfilial son. After pausing for a while, Xie Fuzheng opened his mouth and said: "I married your mother because I liked your mother."

After speaking, Xie Fuzheng ignored his second son and the group of nephews, walking slowly towards the village alone.

Staring at his father's back for a long time, Xie Mingxian turned around and said to his excited brother: "Let's go."

Cavalry troops always bring some spare horses. A horse was arranged for Xie Minggu. Everyone mounted their horses. Contrary to the direction Xie Mingxian's father Xie Fuzheng went, the large troop rumbled towards the direction of the setting sun.
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Xie Mingxian's secretary never understood why Xie Mingxian let that group of clan members in his hometown off so easily. However, along the way, Xie Mingxian was either contemplating, writing, or talking to his younger brother Xie Minggu. Only after returning to Changsha did the secretary bring up this matter again during Xie Mingxian's free time. "Secretary Xie, why did you give up the struggle? What's so great about those old guys? We didn't even need to send troops; the comrades in the village could have dealt with them."

"Do you think those people did something wrong?" Xie Mingxian asked.

"Yes!" The secretary answered with righteous indignation.

Xie Mingxian remained silent for a moment before asking again: "Even if they did wrong, this is at most a conflict of quarreling. If we send people to take action, the conflict immediately escalates to the level of fighting. Why should we intensify this conflict?"

The secretary could see that Xie Mingxian was against his idea, but anyway, the secretary was also a party member. In terms of discussion on party work, he and Xie Mingxian were equal. So after hesitating slightly, the secretary said frankly: "This... they promote feudal clans. To put it seriously, they are all counter-revolutionaries."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "You don't need to look back too far. Twelve years ago, basically everyone in our liberated areas was a counter-revolutionary, and even I was a counter-revolutionary. I didn't like clans back then because they bullied me. If the clan worshipped me as a god and whatever I said counted, I would still think the clan was the best organization."

Hearing Xie Mingxian say this, the secretary fell silent. Xie Mingxian continued: "To eliminate clans, first you have to understand what exactly a clan is and where the so-called power of clan forces comes from. The core power of a clan is the jurisdiction over clan members linked by blood ties, ranging from suppressing public opinion to controlling the lives of clan members. Therefore, a clan is an interest group. We say liberation, liberation; we mean to liberate the people from the old social organizations."

The secretary lowered his head slightly. He was also a smart young man. Hearing Xie Mingxian say this and comparing it with the actual situation, the secretary understood that Xie Mingxian's return to his hometown this time did not show weakness, but he really struggled with those clan members and won a tangible victory. It was just that compared with the glorious victories achieved by the People's Party in politics and military affairs, this kind of victory seemed insignificant and even gave people an extremely stifling feeling.

Xie Mingxian didn't want to criticize the secretary. After returning from his hometown this time, Xie Mingxian felt that his view of problems was far less "sharp" than before, but this didn't mean that Xie Mingxian had lost his enterprising spirit. On the contrary, the desire to completely crush clans had never been as firm as today.

A smile couldn't help appearing on his face. Xie Mingxian said in a gentle tone: "I didn't understand my father before, but now I understand a little. Although he hasn't studied the theories of our People's Party, I have to say he is a person who seeks truth from facts. Because he really realized that this world is forever in contradiction and struggle, and you have to struggle to do anything."

The secretary supported these words very much, "So we must create a bright and clear world!"

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No, the vast majority of people think that a bright and clear world is a world without struggle, without oppression, and without inequality. If a person thinks that revolution is to create such a world, it can only be said that this person is not a revolutionary. This world exists in struggle; this world exists in various collisions. Without struggle, there would be no world. Contradiction and struggle are the truth of this world."

Such education was also a basic concept in the People's Party, but even party members might not genuinely accept such views. At least Xie Mingxian's secretary found this infinite struggle not so acceptable. "Secretary Xie, I still think everyone should live in harmony, and society should be orderly. At least those people shouldn't bully others."

Xie Mingxian laughed: "The purpose of struggle is to establish order. Don't those people in the countryside want to establish the order they advocate? They don't want to create a lawless world. From the perspective of our People's Party, what they do is lawless, but from the perspective of those people, our People's Party is the one that is lawless."

The secretary immediately became excited and said loudly: "Right! So we must fight against these reactionary feudal clans!"

"Then we send troops, and recruit manpower from the county and village, beat these people until their heads bleed, and then order them to kneel all the way from the village entrance to the graveyard in a line. When we carry the coffin past them, they bow three times and kowtow nine times in turn, shouting long live. If we do this, what is the difference between our People's Party and them? Hahahaha!" Although Xie Mingxian adhered to the party's philosophy and party spirit, when describing such a scene, he still laughed quite happily.

Hearing the scene described by Xie Mingxian was so relieving, the secretary couldn't help laughing out loud too. He said while laughing: "If we really do this, it's not like we can't do it."

Xie Mingxian wanted to continue saying something, but he suddenly laughed even harder. Amidst laughter, Xie Mingxian barely managed to even his breath and said to the secretary: "We can also tie up that Granduncle, tie a rope around his neck, and tie the other end of the rope to the head of my mother's coffin. ...Also... also tie... tie two mourning sticks to his head..." Having said this, Xie Mingxian couldn't continue anymore. He laughed so hard he almost slipped from the chair to the floor.

Hearing Xie Mingxian's words, a picture instantly appeared in the secretary's mind. That old guy's head bleeding, ropes tying him tightly like a twisted dough twist, white cloth strips firmly tying two slender mourning sticks covered with white paper strips to both sides of his head, as if erecting two slender cricket-like tentacles, combined with the old man's white beard and the mouth missing several teeth... The secretary immediately laughed loudly too. While laughing, he stammered: "Best... best tie up your... classmate like this too."

This return to his hometown made the secretary angry enough. Xie Mingxian naturally wouldn't be full of joy either. Hearing the secretary mention treating that annoying classmate like this too, Xie Mingxian turned from laughing loudly to laughing wildly.

With images of revenge filling their minds, the two laughed back and forth. Hearing this loud laughter, the guard couldn't help poking his head in from outside the door, looking suspiciously at Xie Mingxian and the other going crazy. But seeing no clues, he could only resume his guard state.

After venting the anger in their hearts greatly through full imagination, Xie Mingxian and the secretary managed to calm down with difficulty. Because of laughing too hard, Xie Mingxian coughed for a good while. The secretary went up and thumped Xie Mingxian's back hard a few times before Xie Mingxian said breathlessly: "The enemy of our People's Party is not the working people. On the way back this time, I kept thinking that actually everyone just wants to live richer and happier. What's wrong with thinking this way?"

"But you can't bully people either." Although the secretary had dispersed a lot of resentment, he still couldn't accept Xie Mingxian's tolerance.

"You can't get rich without killing the poor. If bullying people can make oneself rich, then I can say that for the vast majority of people, there is only the question of whether they can do it, not whether they want to do it." Xie Mingxian's expression returned to calm. When elaborating on this issue, there was not even a trace of expression on his face.

The People's Party had always regarded the people extremely heavily. The secretary never expected Xie Mingxian to view the people as so "terrible." However, Xie Mingxian didn't care about this politically "incorrect" speech at all. He said frankly: "We always say that the Chinese people are great people because the Chinese people are most full of fighting spirit. The history of civilization for thousands of years is a history of struggle accumulated with blood and tears. The Chinese people know very well that if you bully others now, others will definitely retaliate when they have the chance. It is not too late for a gentleman to take revenge in ten years; a villain takes revenge from morning to night. Everyone is unwilling to do things to the extreme, hoping to reduce all unnecessary troubles so as to focus energy on struggling with the natural environment and on production. This is why the Chinese people are so great."

The secretary fell silent. After venting just now, the resentment in his heart decreased greatly. Plus, what Xie Mingxian said was indeed reasonable. Unless the people in the village were beaten to death, it would be fine when the troops were in the village, but after the troops withdrew, the situation would not only not take on a new look but would only become worse.

Xie Mingxian continued: "So what we have to do now is to unite the working masses and develop productive forces, at least to free conflicts from that low level of struggling for survival. When income is high, the masses will naturally follow us. After we deprive the clan of all judicial and administrative powers, won't they at most just block the door and shout a few times like now? A few words will send them away."

"Then at least it will be quieter," the secretary replied.

Xie Mingxian shook his head slightly, "No, under the new system led by us and the new production methods led by us, products will be greatly enriched, and new contradictions will appear accordingly, probably much more intense than now. But at that time, the dominance will be in our hands. Even without waiting for that time, just in this process, all old things have to go into the garbage heap. Isn't it happier for us to completely eradicate these things than simply showing off our power?"

The secretary wanted very much to nod in agreement, but he couldn't nod no matter what. Eradicating the old system meant facing ethereal thoughts. What if it was really eradicated? It would just make those who had done bad things before live better. But striking the enemy opposite swiftly and powerfully could give real huge pleasure after victory. Comparing the two... obviously, the latter was much more attractive. The secretary asked: "Then can we eradicate the old system after striking the bad elements?"

Xie Mingxian still shook his head, "Revolution revolutionizes the mandate of heaven; what is to be destroyed is the original social system. If it's just that originally they bullied us, and now we bully others, that is changing the dealer, not revolution. The central government has repeatedly ordered about this matter. If we bully others first and then establish a new system, what will the masses think? The masses will think that we just want to institutionalize our existing interests. The eyes of the masses are sharp. Why didn't my few cousins dare to carry the coffin at first? Wasn't it because they were afraid that after we used force on the masses, we would leave, and how would they live their days in the village? Why did they join our ranks later? Wasn't it because they felt our method was feasible, so they wanted to help us get out of the main gate?"

Mentioning the performance of Xie Mingxian's few cousins, the secretary could only contemptuously define them as "opportunists" in his heart. But it must be said that without the help of those few opportunists, it would not have been easy to get out of the gate. But even though he was still extremely unhappy in his heart, the secretary was convinced by Xie Mingxian. He asked: "Secretary Xie, then what do you plan to do next?"

"I plan to go down to the localities. Listen to the requests of comrades, see the problems encountered in specific execution, so as to formulate the work arrangement for the entire province. If I was treated like this when I went down this time, I'm afraid the comrades' work is even more difficult." Pausing for a moment, Xie Mingxian continued: "I also have to learn from comrades and communicate with comrades. I really have to be a student first, then a teacher."

The secretary was very puzzled by Xie Mingxian's last strange exclamation, but this was also one of the commonly used phrases in the political education of the People's Party, so he didn't ask further. Xie Mingxian had his own plan, and the secretary's job was to arrange Xie Mingxian's work; there were many things to do later.

This happened in Hubei, and Lu Huitian ordered the mobilization of a company of troops, which was not a small matter. Although Lu Huitian definitely had to bear all responsibilities, if something happened, it couldn't be settled by simply punishing Lu Huitian. The report of the whole incident was quickly summarized and even alarmed Chen Ke, the Chairman of the Military Commission. After reading the report, no matter what he thought in his heart, Chen Ke made no comment on this.

The representative of Soviet Russia was in Wuhan at this time. Even if the People's Party did not strategically treat Soviet Russia as a big deal, Chen Ke's order to mobilize railway corps to strengthen the construction of transportation lines to the Northeast and also strengthen the extension of the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway to Suiyuan had proven that the new military action of the People's Party had begun. The civil war, which had been silent for more than a year, was reignited. And this new direction couldn't help but make the high-level officials speculate. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to treat the new Soviet Russian regime?

The Soviet representative was a young comrade named Belkov, twenty-six years old. Assuming heavy responsibilities at twenty-six was not uncommon in the People's Party, and was even a norm. The initial party members of the People's Party had less than thirteen years of party standing if calculated by anniversary. Thirteen years ago, Comrade Belkov was already in junior high school. According to his upper-middle-class background in Moscow, Russia, he was probably already able to play a few tunes on the violin at that time.

Even if Chen Ke had no time at all, he had to make time to meet this official envoy. There were not many people in the country who understood Russian, so a comrade with a Northeast accent acted as a translator. Simple handshake, taking seats, Chen Ke asked straightforwardly: "Comrade Belkov, what mission does the Bolshevik Central Committee entrust you with?"
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Comrade Belkov had already met with Zhang Yu and was very clear about the stance of the People's Party. The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) also knew that there was a political organization called the People's Party in China, which was said to be guided by Marxism. However, the two sides had no opportunity to establish contact at all. The Second International in Europe was almost completely split during the World War, so there was even less opportunity to learn more about the People's Party.

In this era, Marxism and socialism were by no means insignificant schools of thought in Europe. Basically, every European country had socialist parties and Marxist parties. Therefore, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was very interested in what policy the People's Party held. Based on the information Belkov had learned, he believed that the People's Party was not so much a Marxist party as it was more similar to the Social Democratic Party in Europe. Lenin had instructed Belkov that if the People's Party was a Social Democratic Party, then he must pay extreme attention to the nationalist tendencies of the People's Party.

Sure enough, as Lenin predicted, on the matter of withdrawing from the World War, Chen Ke flatly rejected Lenin's suggestion. "We have always opposed imperialist wars, so we will not send any troops to Europe to participate in the war. However, we will not withdraw from the Entente Powers either. No matter what differences and conflicts Russia has with Europe, Europe still regards Russia as part of Europe. But we, China, need to join the world. As Marx described in the 'Communist Manifesto,' globalization is the inevitable direction of the world's future."

The term "globalization" did not appear at all during World War I, so Belkov was very interested in this unfamiliar term that had never appeared in the "Communist Manifesto." However, based on the understanding gap of one hundred years between the two sides, Belkov finally only roughly understood what Chen Ke meant after discussing the specific content of the "Communist Manifesto" with Chen Ke.

...The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere.

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature.

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization. The cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image. ...

This was the prediction of globalization in the "Communist Manifesto" officially published by Marx in February 1848. Chen Ke actually saw how accurately this prediction was realized.

Even though Belkov had not seen the appearance of the 21st century, in 1918, 70 years after the publication of the "Communist Manifesto," he indeed felt Marx's profound insight. Similarly, changing his initial impression of the People's Party, Belkov had to admit that the leader of the People's Party in front of him was by no means a simple leader of a Social Democratic Party. Judging from what Chen Ke said, Chen Ke was indeed a figure who had truly studied Marxism and was influenced by Marxism to a considerable extent.

Regarding the political platform of the People's Party, Chen Ke did not hide it either. The People's Party believed that scientific communism could definitely be realized, but China with backward productive forces could not realize "public ownership of the means of production" for the time being. Therefore, the People's Party could only temporarily manage the means of production in the form of a socialist system and allow multiple forms of ownership of the means of production to exist for a long time. This is the viewpoint of historical materialism.

Belkov was not in charge of ideology in the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks). If he were a comrade in charge of ideology, he could not have been sent to China from thousands of miles away. This would waste several months on the road. Regarding Chen Ke's firm explanation, Belkov did not have much room for full discussion. Moreover, Chen Ke had flatly rejected the request of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) hoping that China would withdraw from the World War together. Next, he proposed the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Russia. Once diplomatic relations were established, Russia was willing to cancel all privileges in China and cancel all "secret treaties" signed between Russia and China that were harmful to China.

Chen Ke didn't want to say anything unpleasant. Comrade Belkov's attitude of loyalty to the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was commendable. If he didn't have such loyalty, Chen Ke would have felt disappointed. However, Chen Ke also regretted that Comrade Lenin, the old fox, played such tricks. There is a saying in history that Comrade Lenin proposed to abolish all "secret treaties" signed between Tsarist Russia and China. Chen Ke had not a bit of interest in these so-called "secret treaties."

Regarding Comrade Belkov's proposal hoping for the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Russia, Chen Ke rejected it on the grounds of Politburo discussion. At the end of the meeting, Chen Ke entrusted Comrade Belkov to bring his congratulations to Comrade Lenin and the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks). Chen Ke expressed his belief that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) would definitely be able to achieve the liberation of the entire Russia in the shortest time.

Ending the meeting, Chen Ke immediately convened a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. He said straightforwardly: "I personally think that the Russian Communist Party is already considering the issue of those territories bordering China."

The comrades of the People's Party naturally knew that Chen Ke wanted to recover those territories, but they didn't expect Chen Ke to propose this idea so simply and clearly.

"Are we going to fight?" You Gou immediately became nervous.

Chen Ke laughed: "Our civil war hasn't ended, and the Russian civil war hasn't ended either. Even if there is a war, it won't be our turn to fight the Russians first. Now we just have to start preparing. The Northeast Military Region will march north immediately when spring begins. The Hebei Military Region will start marching into Inner and Outer Mongolia."

"Until where will the march to the north go?" You Gou cared about this very much.

Chen Ke answered very simply, "Restoring to the Treaty of Nerchinsk will be enough. I have no interest in Russian land."

Chen Tianhua had read some materials about the Russian Communist Party. Although the materials were very limited, Chen Tianhua was still quite interested. "That depends on what kind of war the Russian Communist Party will fight with us? The Northeast is already that cold; how cold will it be further north? If Russia loses the Far East, it will be difficult for Russia to maintain a large-scale presence in the East. From the perspective of social operating costs, if Russia wants to maintain a balance of power with us, the cost is too high."

Chen Ke nodded, "As long as the Treaty of Nerchinsk can be restored, I don't want to have any war with the Russian Communist Party. That would be a war where the loss outweighs the gain. Have you all seen our reports on Laos and Northern Vietnam? Why don't we go south instead of consuming precious national strength meaninglessly in the north?"

The Politburo had certainly read the report on Northern Vietnam. After the People's Party occupied Hong Gai in Quang Ninh, the local coal mines almost drove the mining experts of the People's Party crazy. This was high-quality anthracite never seen before. Just expanding the local port casually could transport it to Qiongzhou Island (Hainan), where it could be directly used for iron and steel smelting. The newly built steel and iron directly solved a large part of Qiongzhou Island's demand. Moreover, Northern Vietnam also had iron ore and limestone mines, plus abundant water volume, fully possessing the important conditions for a coal-iron complex industrial base.

Not to mention that the rich resources of Southeast Asia and other places were now completely open to the People's Party. The originally inexplicable coconut trade had now become the source of a very influential industrial chain in China. Coconut candy, coconut oil, coconut meat, coconut shell, coconut palm—this industrial chain provided nearly one million jobs, most of which were jobs that women could handle. The price of buttons in the People's Party base area was so low that in less than ten years, it eliminated buttons made of traditional fabrics for thousands of years in a huge range. As for the Malaysian palm oil development that had already begun, Chen Ke estimated that it could provide more than five million tons of oil to China every year. What a huge profit this was.

Reality had made the Standing Committee members of the Politburo realize how rich the returns trade could bring. Southeast Asia was an important market for the industrial products of the People's Party. Precisely because trade allowed local merchants and colonists in Southeast Asia to make big money, they also attached more importance to trade. It is no exaggeration to say that trade with Southeast Asia changed the economic form within the People's Party liberated areas in a very short time. Under such a situation, having a meaningless war with the northern Russian neighbor was indeed a very stupid thing.

"Giving up no inch of land, Russia might not be willing to suffer this loss." Chen Tianhua was not confused into thinking that Russians were soft persimmons that could be kneaded at will.

"So we have to do a lot of preparatory work," Chen Ke replied.

"Speaking of preparatory work, Britain and France have already asked us to provide more anti-gas drugs," You Gou said. The People's Party from top to bottom, and even people of insight in China, had an instinctive aversion to stimulants. Even if this drug was almost more expensive than gold, You Gou didn't like this trade at all.

"How much more do they want?" Chen Ke asked.

"Ten tons?" Now Chen Ke was also a bit confused. The People's Party had also inhumanely conducted experiments with their own comrades and prisoners. Taking 0.2 grams at a time was enough to stimulate the nerves. One ton is one million grams. Even if the British and French armies used one ton at a time, and the white people in Britain and France were more tolerant to stimulants, needing 0.5 grams per person, that would be enough for an army of 2 million to launch a major offensive. They wanted to buy ten tons in one go; what unprecedented scale of battle were they preparing to fight?

You Gou sneered: "Chairman Chen, do you think those people in Britain and France are like us, unwilling to touch that stuff even when at the end of their rope? I also learned a bit; they are almost relying on this to hang on to their lives now. I also sent people to investigate; now the British and French troops on the war front rely on this to maintain morale. They take it regularly every month to boost their spirits. They have to take it before battle, and after battle, they smoke opium, take morphine, and even inject Dolantin and heroin. Without this method, they can't even maintain the army on the battlefield. I think they want this amount just to maintain daily consumption."

In mid-1917, relying on the "Divine Body Protection Pill" purchased on a large scale from China, the French launched several large-scale campaigns in succession. After a bloody battle, the French could no longer continue fighting. The current French high-level officials were not too worried about the French army lacking the will to fight; the reason they couldn't continue fighting was that they had really bled dry. Young and strong men could no longer be seen on the streets of France; they had all gone to the front line.

France had almost bled dry, so in the second half of 1917, the main body of the offensive became the British army. After a series of battles, with the help of the "Divine Body Protection Pill," the British army exerted unprecedented fighting will. The British army and the cannon fodder troops conscripted from various colonies suffered nearly 2 million casualties. Especially those colonial servant troops; the British inevitably gave them large doses of "Divine Body Protection Pill" before the war, and the casualties of these cannon fodder troops were particularly heavy.

"Britain and France do things quite scientifically; they also did quantitative experiments. White people take between 0.5 and 0.7 grams at a time. Servant troops from North Africa and South Asia take about the same amount, maybe slightly less. Black people need about one gram at a time."

Chen Ke rarely showed a dumbfounded expression. Drugs were really beyond Chen Ke's imagination. His moral outlook really couldn't let him rationally construct a reasonable line of thought.

"In addition, the Americans also know about this medicine. They made a request to buy one ton from us. But they hoped we could be cheaper. Wang Bin has already rejected this unreasonable request." You Gou threw out another piece of news.

Before Chen Ke could understand, You Gou continued to throw out an even bigger flash bomb, "The Germans also sent someone to contact us. As long as we can transport these medicines to Germany, they are willing to pay ten times the price, trading entirely in gold. If we are willing to give them the formula, they promised to give us anything we want. Whatever we want, they give."

As a guy interested in military affairs, as an admirer of the People's Army, and a descendant of the Eighth Route Army, Chen Ke still had a little sacred feeling about war. Since its establishment, the great People's Liberation Army had never fought a battle for aggression. As a citizen of New China, this was also a part that Chen Ke was proud of.

Chen Ke knew that sometimes he had a martyr's mentality. Revolution requires sacrifice, and the altar of history always craves sacrifices. Even knowing that this idea only proved the weakness and incompetence in his human nature, Chen Ke still needed this mentality to balance his emotions. He engaged in intrigue internationally, trying to fully utilize the situation to obtain maximum benefits for China. These means could not shake Chen Ke's confidence in personal morality.

So You Gou's report outlined a picture where the warring parties of the imperialist war tried to rely entirely on drugs to numb their armies to maintain a cruel and bloody war. This couldn't help but make Chen Ke feel like vomiting.

Having suppressed this emotion with difficulty, Chen Ke said: "Didn't we develop several kinds of stimulants? Find one with the weakest effect to give to Germany. What does everyone think?"

With Chen Ke as the backing, You Gou had no problem of conscience at all. She sneered, "Selling to the Germans is fine. According to the conventions of belligerent countries, we have already confiscated all German assets in China. The problem is that the Germans are destined to be defeated. Once defeated, they are destined to be stripped clean by the Entente Powers. What can they use to pay us back then?"
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"As long as the Germans kill more British, French, and Americans, this is the greatest help to us." Chen Ke originally thought he should be righteous and confident when saying this, but rarely, he felt a little guilty. It wasn't moral guilt, but he felt that saying this seemed very superfluous.

The actual situation was indeed so. After Chen Ke finished speaking, the Standing Committee members of the Politburo immediately showed relieved expressions. So the question moved to the next stage: how can China get the maximum benefit by executing this choice?

"Germany definitely can't give us anything." Chen Tianhua was very clear about this.

"Try not to let the Entente Powers know what we did. Should we set up an external intelligence agency?" Qi Huishen, who had a deep background in the People's Internal Affairs Committee, put forward a quite professional view.

"Is it playing commercial bribery?" Because of the rectification movement and the Three-Anti Campaign within the party, You Gou quickly thought of more specific execution methods.

"Should we conduct more private exchanges of military technology with Germany?" Shang Yuan also said with his usual steady attitude.

In short, when it came to major events in the future, everyone showed considerable steadiness.

"The key is what Germany will do next?" Chen Ke certainly roughly knew the process of World War I. Even if the current World War I was quite different from the historical one, based on the current situation, Chen Ke knew anyway that the US army was going to enter Europe to fight, and the Germans would inevitably fight to the death with the Americans.

Germany had no other choice but to attack. In fact, in 1918, Germany really risked its life to launch an attack, and the reputation of the Stormtroopers was established at that time. After the training in 1917, Chen Ke had reason to believe that the German Stormtroopers could do even better.

After discussion, the People's Party ultimately rejected the plan to provide drug support to Germany. This was not because the Standing Committee did not support more bloodshed in the war, but because the People's Party had absolutely no experience in how to conduct these activities. If it was profitable, they could do it. Providing these drug synthesis technologies to Germany when it was unprofitable, Britain and France would definitely see that the People's Party had bad intentions. At this time, being only one step away from steadily reaping the fruits of victory in the war, excessive pursuit of maximizing interests would often be counterproductive.

Finally, the result of the discussion on foreign affairs was the strategic policy of "stability towards Europe, offensive towards Russia, striving to digest the south, especially Cambodia."

While the People's Party determined its own strategy, the Soviet representative Belkov was also analyzing what attitude the People's Party would adopt towards the world, especially what attitude and action it would take towards the new Soviet. Comrade Lenin repeatedly emphasized "turning the imperialist war into a civil war," which was to complete the revolution throughout Russia through the situation of World War I. As for nationalism, Comrade Lenin had always been extremely opposed to it. Before Belkov came to China this time, Lenin asked Belkov to carefully observe the nature of the People's Party.

Even without observing too carefully, Belkov understood that the People's Party was determined to stand on the boat of the Entente Powers and participate in the ranks of imperialism. However, after talking with Chen Ke, Belkov dared not rashly classify People's Party China simply into the ranks of imperialism.

Members of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) had two views on China. The first was that the People's Party did not have too strong a power and was just fully utilizing the current situation for its own profit. The second was that the People's Party could independently defeat Japan in Northeast China and was a very powerful political party. Regardless of what stance they held towards China, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) admitted that China had been ravaged by the powers for nearly a century, and Russia was the country that had encroached on the most Chinese territory. If they pinned their hopes on China having a good attitude towards Russia, this was completely unrealistic. Comrade Lenin repeatedly asked Belkov to judge whether the People's Party possessed strong nationalist sentiments.

After observation, Belkov found that People's Party Chairman Chen Ke possessed huge prestige and control within the party. Chen Ke didn't mention a word about nationalism, which might originally prove that Chen Ke was not interested in nationalism. However, when Belkov deliberately touched upon nationalist issues, Chen Ke always cleverly avoided all discussions about nationalism. This couldn't help but make Belkov feel fear.

Belkov didn't know the Chinese saying "barking dogs don't bite," nor did he know the saying "mute mosquitoes bite people to death," but a person who could avoid talking about all topics regarding national issues was absolutely unlikely to be a person without nationalist sentiments. Such a conversation gave Belkov a great sense of crisis.

In his observations along the way, Belkov saw China as a country where motor boats came and went endlessly on the Yangtze River, and where buildings and wide streets were everywhere. It was also a China with traces of tall chimneys everywhere along the Yangtze River. Russia was not an industrial power in Europe either, and the situation in the countryside was not much better than in China. Seeing an "industrialized China" completely different from the ignorant and backward China widely circulated in Europe, Belkov felt that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)'s basic cognition of China was terribly wrong. An industrialized China, a China with a population of more than 400 million, was by no means an opponent that could be easily dealt with. Not to mention that the leading figure of this opponent was a character like Chen Ke.

There was also a "Russian Consulate" in Wuhan, but that was the consulate of Tsarist Russia, not the consulate of the new Soviet regime. Belkov didn't want to have any dealings with those people at all. Whether to rush back to Russia now or continue to stay in China for basic situation investigation, Belkov made a difficult judgment in his heart. Finally, Belkov decided to stay in Wuhan, the current capital of the People's Party, for a few more days to carefully observe the strength of the People's Party. He believed that even if the possibility was extremely slim, he still had to apply to the People's Party to visit the factories of the People's Party to see what kind of industrial strength the People's Party actually possessed.

As Belkov expected, he submitted the application the next day and received an affirmative reply on the third day. It seemed that the People's Party indeed wanted to show its strength to the representative of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

Originally, the first stop discussed by both parties was the port of Wuhan, but the People's Party temporarily changed its mind. This interested Belkov greatly. He sent other comrades to the port of Wuhan to see the situation. What exactly was the reason that made the People's Party not want people to see their port? That night, after visiting the Wuhan railway system of the People's Party and returning, Belkov's comrade told him, "Three warships full of soldiers are sailing upstream towards the west of the Yangtze River."
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In 1918, the roar of machines was not a description but a statement of fact. Factory production required power. Russia adopted steam power, where large boilers as power sources stood tall, emitting a rumble to drive various transmission devices. Centralized supply of steam power was considered very advanced technology. In enterprises with backward technology, almost every large and medium-sized equipment required an independent steam drive device.

Amidst the earth-shattering roar, in the humid environment full of scorching steam, and with various furnace fires visible everywhere, let alone concentrating on work, maintaining normal psychological and physiological states was already extremely difficult in such an environment. Industrial workers faced extremely harsh working environments and crazy exploitation by capitalists. If there were really no other way to make a living, who would be willing to be a worker?

So after entering the factories of the People's Party, Belkov clearly felt that the machines in the People's Party factories were also roaring, but compared with Russian factories, it was like a small wizard meeting a great wizard. Comrade Belkov was surprised to find that most of the factories of the People's Party used electricity as a power source. Even in heavy industrial enterprises like the Wuhan Iron and Steel Plant, although the trains pulling ore from the riverside to the factory were steam-driven and some large equipment also used steam power, small and medium-sized equipment had been switched to electric motor drive.

Compared with heavy steam power equipment, electrically driven equipment was significantly smaller in volume and weight. The direct result of reduced self-weight was a greatly increased operating speed of the equipment. For example, cranes in steel mills, if powered by steam, could not be so light and handy while possessing sufficient power. Lifting bundles of steel bars, several stacked steel plates, and rolls of rolled steel sheets, the cranes could easily lift them and then use the rotation of their own arms to move them. The movements Belkov saw in Russian steel mills were basically completed by rail vehicles for transportation.

Originally, Belkov thought that the strength displayed by the People's Party should be large industrial clusters stretching for several kilometers or even more than ten kilometers. Even such industrial clusters were not completely absent in Russia; such clusters existed in Moscow and St. Petersburg. After seeing the enterprise production of the People's Party, although Belkov did not yet understand its internal technology, he intuitively understood that this was a powerful force beyond Russia's current industrial level.

Not only enterprises like steel mills, but also military factories producing guns and bullets, and enterprises producing various civilian equipment, the People's Party had almost fully implemented electrification. Of course, the result of electrification was frequent breakdowns. In just a few days, large-scale production interruptions caused by power failures that Belkov witnessed with his own eyes occurred more than a dozen times. Small problems were as numerous as the hairs on an ox; Belkov didn't even want to bother counting them.

The intelligence of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) recorded that China had a population of 400 million. If there were hundreds of cities like Wuhan, China would possess industrial strength almost capable of completely overwhelming Russia. Reaching such a conclusion required only simple arithmetic skills, not even a very high level of political understanding.

After visiting the Wuhan Industrial Zone of the People's Party, Belkov also visited the Wuhan New City residential area, which mainly consisted of four-story buildings. Between the residential area and the industrial area, there were civilian rapid transit railways and buses, and a large number of Chinese workers rode bicycles to work. Inside the residential area were kindergartens, schools, hospitals, post offices, gardens and green spaces, squares, and entertainment facilities. The residential buildings in the community were deserted during the day, but the schools and kindergartens became very lively every once in a while. Especially, kindergarten teachers often took children to play on the green space. Large groups of little ones followed the male and female teachers closely, some screaming, some laughing happily, and some crying inexplicably.

Belkov was not married yet, let alone having children. Seeing such large groups of little babies, he just couldn't help but smile.

After the day shift ended, the community became lively. People came and went; the sound of stir-frying came from the kitchen windows of every household, wafting out the aroma of various meals. The shops selling steamed buns always had the most people crowding in front of them. After eating, adults and children walked outside. Many people gathered in front of the radio in front of the shop, listening to the broadcast while chatting and playing cards.

When it got later, lights lit up in the windows of every household. The children running wild outside went home one by one under the calls of their parents, and the streets gradually quieted down. Even later, the lights of the entire city gradually went out. There was some movement when the workers on three shifts went to and off work; most workers returning late would eat something at the night snack stalls before going back to sleep. Apart from this, Wuhan's night was shrouded in the silence of dreamland, and would not become active again with the crowd going to work and school until dawn.

During the visit, Belkov noticed one thing: in this bustling city of Wuhan, there were no rich areas or slum areas. The living environment was almost exactly the same, and all shops provided services to everyone equally. Even the few foreigners in Wuhan bought various goods in shops opened by Chinese people. Of course, there were also a small number of shops with exotic styles opened by foreigners, and these shops were also open to Chinese people.

There were no prostitutes soliciting customers, nor beggars. This Chinese city in 1918 looked very ordinary, and this sense of equal ordinariness surprised Belkov the most. The style of this city was very much like the feeling the People's Party gave Belkov: very calm, very composed, and at the same time full of vitality. In this city, one would involuntarily give birth to a wish to live happily and steadily.

After the visit, Comrade Belkov also gave birth to a wish that the People's Party, which could build such a city, might be able to coexist peacefully with Russia. Regarding Comrade Belkov's sincere plea, Chen Ke also gave sufficient respect, "Comrade Belkov, I think peace based on the Treaty of Nerchinsk is a very good choice for both China and Russia. We are willing to establish a completely good-neighborly and friendly relationship with Russia based on the Treaty of Nerchinsk." After saying this, Chen Ke sincerely wished that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) headed by Comrade Lenin could achieve a comprehensive victory in the Russian Liberation War as soon as possible. Then he asked Zhang Yu to see Comrade Belkov off.

Comrade Belkov understood that facing the communist party of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), Chen Ke finally revealed his true colors as a nationalist. According to Belkov's judgment, Zhang Yu, who was responsible for receiving the representative of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), should be an important figure in the People's Party. Therefore, Comrade Belkov discussed with Zhang Yu the nationalist tendencies and even imperialist tendencies of the People's Party.

Zhang Yu answered quite simply, "Comrade Belkov, as far as we know, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) is also negotiating a truce with Germany now, and is very likely to accept extremely harsh truce conditions from the German side. Then I cannot help but ask a question: why does your side adopt such a method towards Germany? This is really a very puzzling thing."

Hearing Zhang Yu's threat-filled words, Belkov felt that continuing to negotiate with the People's Party at this stage was pure nonsense. The People's Party seemed to have made up its mind to attack Russia. This practice of hitting someone when they are down made Comrade Belkov's heart boil with strong patriotic righteous anger and deep hatred for the reactionary thoughts of the People's Party.

After sending Belkov away, Zhang Yu unexpectedly received an invitation from the British Consulate. As the de facto Foreign Minister, Zhang Yu could only take his secretary to attend the diplomatic ball at the British Consulate. At the meeting, the British Minister to China asked if the People's Party was going to make Wuhan the capital.

This was also a matter discussed internally by the People's Party. The model of a mobile central government created by Chen Ke a few years ago largely solved the troubles encountered by various provinces at that time. The troubles of that time were solved, but this brought new troubles. The People's Party argued endlessly about where to establish the capital. Wuhan was built very well now, but the comrades found that Chen Ke showed no intention of making Wuhan the capital. Zhang Yu didn't want to worry about this either. He laughed: "Is Mr. Minister not used to the climate in Wuhan?"

"That's not it," the British Minister laughed, "but building an embassy in your country's capital is also something we need to do."

"Can you wait temporarily until we complete domestic unification?" Zhang Yu laughed, "Or does Mr. Minister not trust us?"

The British Minister certainly knew Zhang Yu was joking. Although he actually looked forward to the failure of the People's Party's unification war in his heart, the British Minister still laughed loudly: "Minister Zhang speaks very interestingly."

After talking about recent trade issues for a while, the British Minister introduced the person who walked up to them, "I think Minister Zhang must have met the Russian Minister."

Zhang Yu had certainly met the Russian Minister, but this Minister now felt somewhat unworthy of the name. After the Russian February Revolution, the Romanov Dynasty collapsed. The October Revolution overthrew the Kerensky Provisional Government that came to power after the February Revolution. However, the Russian Minister in front of him was still the Minister to China appointed by Tsar Nicholas II, whose whereabouts were unknown now. It was only because the attitudes of Britain and France in the Entente Powers were still quite ambiguous, and the collapsed Russian Kerensky Provisional Government had no time to pay attention to China's problems when it was in power, that this gentleman could continue to be called "Russian Minister."

Since the task of introduction was completed, the British Minister excused himself to talk to the Belgian Minister, leaving Zhang Yu and the "Russian Minister" aside.

Zhang Yu's foreign language was not very good, and he basically relied on translation for foreign affairs. The Russian Minister also knew that Russian was not the main language for China's foreign exchanges. When the two and their entourage arrived at a secluded place, the Russian Minister simply started speaking French. Zhang Yu's translator listened carefully to the Russian Minister's words and translated them in time, "I heard that your country provided some drugs to Britain and France. I wonder if your country is willing to uphold the obligations of an Entente member and also provide these drugs to our side."

Using unscrupulous means for victory was completely within Zhang Yu's acceptance range, but like the comrades of the People's Party, Zhang Yu believed that the applicable scope of "unscrupulous means" should be on "cultivating internal strength," not getting some drugs of unknown origin to eat and then erupting with "combat power" under the effect of drugs.

In fact, the internal attention of the People's Party to the "Divine Body Protection Pill" was also after Chen Ke recommended this drug to Britain and France. However, this drug, as Chen Ke "predicted," was strongly addictive. Comrades who volunteered to use these drugs for experiments were all strong-willed comrades, but they still encountered great difficulties when quitting. The prisoners who tested the drug almost used the method of treating mental illness, binding and even electric shock, to achieve physical withdrawal, but still encountered huge problems in psychological dependence.

Of course, the effect of this drug was indeed terrifying. Comrades who tried it created a record of continuous work of copying, exercising, and even massive data calculation without sleeping for three consecutive days. Foreign devils flocked to this drug, which Zhang Yu could fully understand. If the side effects of the drug were not considered, every time Zhang Yu imagined the scene of millions of drugged foreign devils killing their way into China, his heart indeed felt a little creepy. Facing such a terrible demon drug, Zhang Yu felt more of a heartfelt fear of Chen Ke's "chemical genius."

"Does your side want to use this drug?" Zhang Yu asked.

"I hope to purchase a part of this drug using Russia's property in China as collateral." The Russian Minister said urgently.

Zhang Yu was somewhat stunned by this. This "Russian Minister" actually did not have the right to dispose of Russia's property in China. Offering such completely unrealistic conditions was really inconsistent with the identity of a Minister. However, Zhang Yu quickly figured it out. If the "Russian Minister" could send this drug back to the country as quickly as possible to please the Russian forces fighting the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) government, there was a great possibility of continuing to be the "Russian Minister."

But this thought was quickly overturned by Zhang Yu himself. If this drug was needed, Britain and France could have recommended it to the Russian side. Russia was famously poor, and it would not be a heavy burden for Britain and France to distribute a part of the drugs to Russia. But why did the British Minister take a detour to let Zhang Yu contact the "Russian Minister" who heaven knows how long he could still work?

So after expressing agreement "in principle" to reach a sales intention, Zhang Yu left the Russian Minister and found the British Minister. The British Minister was talking with the Dutch Minister at this time. Hearing Zhang Yu seemingly casually ask what the Entente Powers thought of the several current governments in Russia, the British Minister said with satisfaction: "Does your side know that the Moscow government is negotiating with Germany?"

"Uh?" Zhang Yu knew that Chen Ke had predicted this matter. When the British Minister provided more accurate news, Zhang Yu could only play dumb and say, "I don't know yet."

"Then you know now." The British Minister said seriously, "The Entente Powers absolutely do not accept this action taken by the Moscow government, nor do they accept the choice of the Moscow government to withdraw from the Entente Powers."

"That means the Entente Powers do not recognize the Moscow government?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Yes, the Entente Powers do not recognize the Moscow government, nor is it possible to establish diplomatic relations with the Moscow government." The British Minister said very seriously.

Although he didn't know if the British side heard any rumors, the first thought in Zhang Yu's mind now was that even if they joined the Entente group, the People's Party Chinese government was also a second-rate character that needed to be guarded against in the eyes of Britain and France. The next thought was that he needed to see if anyone inside had leaked news to the Entente Powers.

Thinking of this, Zhang Yu nodded slightly while saying to the British Minister: "I understand."
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At the Standing Committee meeting, Chen Ke agreed with Zhang Yu's judgment on Britain. Chen Tianhua had rich experience in local work, but he felt somewhat unable to grasp the changes in the recent international situation. He asked: "How exactly do the British plan to deal with the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Are they going to wage war against them?"

Although Shang Yuan did not engage in party affairs, he was very sensitive to more specific interests. "The contradiction between Britain and the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) is not Britain's main contradiction yet. This contradiction level will only escalate after the war in Europe ends." After speaking, Shang Yuan paused for a moment before continuing: "So Comrade Lenin is indeed a person with very strategic vision."

Qi Huishen replied: "After all is said and done, the path he chose is also the one our People's Party has walked."

Hearing this comparison, Chen Ke almost laughed out loud. It wasn't that he dared to mock Comrade Lenin; Chen Ke knew very well that the strategic choice of the People's Party was actually copying Comrade Lenin's path. However, this expression was misunderstood by the comrades. Although Xu Dian did not manage strategy, having worked hard with the comrades for more than ten years, his level as a master of hindsight was naturally more than enough. He also laughed: "Revolution is indeed nurtured among the people. In the intelligence we received, the Bolsheviks were able to seize power only by calling for opposition to continuing the war. Comrade Lenin's idea of using the period of imperialist war to complete the domestic revolution is indeed good. What we worried about most back then was the situation of imperialists joining hands to interfere in China. Up to now, we have finally avoided this situation by every possible means. It is a pity that the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) prepared too late. If they could have prepared purposefully a few years earlier, I'm afraid the situation would have been basically settled by now."

Shang Yuan also sighed: "This can only show that their strategic vision is still not enough. But looking back now, we really danced on the tip of a knife all the way. If we had advanced rashly a little bit, or slackened a little bit, we wouldn't have the situation today."

"We avoided the crisis of joint siege by domestic and foreign enemies, but it is difficult for the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to get such an opportunity. I'm afraid our China will also become a member of the siege against the Bolsheviks." Zhang Yu's personality was full of the characteristics of advancing with the times. Summarizing the past is certainly important, but everyone lives in the present. The arduous trek of the present and the rolling future are more important. Since the British side has already expressed its attitude, Zhang Yu believed that determining China's stance might be the top priority.

Chen Tianhua did not wish for the demise of a Marxist political party. Hearing Zhang Yu speak so murderously, he asked: "Strategically speaking, if we join hands with the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), or maintain benevolent neutrality towards them, will it trigger a siege by the Entente Powers?"

"It is definitely not us who can deal a fatal blow to the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), and our help may not be of much use to them either." Zhang Yu cleverly put forward his thoughts and stance.

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Chen Tianhua simply clarified the topic, "Then let me put it this way. Based on our experience, in the early stages of the war, when we still couldn't afford to lose, the Beiyang Army that came to encircle and suppress us used that... ah, Divine Body Protection Pill. We would very likely suffer heavy losses. That would be a heavy blow to the revolution. The old army indeed lacked the will to war and revolutionary ideals; they were a group of paper tigers strategically. But in real sword and gun battles, these old armies also had combat effectiveness, not to mention the old armies that had experienced war."

The Standing Committee members of the Politburo were now confident in fighting any army that took drugs. Moreover, the drugs developed by Chen Ke were used on the European battlefield after all, and everyone could even use this to joke. However, once the army of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) engaged directly with the old Russian army, which was not bad in quantity and equipment, they would probably suffer considerable losses in the initial stage. Taking the People's Party as an example, as long as the Beiyang Army could achieve a one-to-one exchange ratio with the People's Party back then, it would have been difficult to determine who would be the winner of the Chinese civil war.

You Gou also lost the mood for joking from a while ago. Seeing other comrades arguing quite fiercely, she couldn't help shaking her head, "I study chemistry. Drugs can not only treat diseases specifically, achieving the effect of curing the disease as soon as the medicine is taken, but can even change the mental state of human beings specifically. I should have felt very proud. But now I also feel very sad."

Zhang Yu replied coldly: "That is the user's problem, not the developer's problem. Chairman Chen knew the usage of this thing before developing it; why did we never use it? Opium, morphine, and even heroin are indeed very good products when used as medicine. Some people insist on using these drugs to find excitement; is it also the drugs' fault?"

Hearing that everyone actually led the discussion to war ethics, Chen Ke hurried to interrupt this meaningless discussion, "The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) will definitely face fierce wars, and we don't need to be the first to express our stance at this time. If they are willing to sign a border treaty with us first, we will have a reason to express to the Entente Powers that we don't want to obtain excessive benefits. It is okay to support Comrade Lenin behind the scenes."

"Don't want to obtain excessive benefits?" Chen Tianhua felt very strange about Chen Ke's usage of words.

Chen Ke nodded, "Yes, as the saying goes, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. If the Bolsheviks can't hold on, all countries will want to cut a piece of flesh from them, and we can't stay out of it either. The British will definitely not support us swallowing the Asian part of Russia, but if we don't show a coveting for benefits consistent with our strength, the British will definitely think we are abnormal and must think we have ghosts behind us. At this time, if we make a statement consistent with our strength, it will not attract attention instead. Moreover, this is our last chance to reclaim the old northern territories. We just want to restore the Treaty of Nerchinsk, which is exactly within the range acceptable to the Entente group. If we make a request even a tiny bit more, the Entente group will think we must pay greater benefits. So the key is timing. Making appropriate requests at the appropriate time is the best way to solve problems."

The Standing Committee members and members of the Politburo naturally knew that this timing was very important. How to choose the timing specifically had always been Chen Ke's job. The comrades all wanted to hear Chen Ke's opinion.

Chen Ke stood up and pointed to the map, "Our best choice at the current timing is to unify the whole country. A complete China itself has huge value and bargaining capital. To move against Russia, we ourselves cannot have handles in the hands of others."

"Hasn't the Military Commission already started marching on the North Route and West Route?" Shang Yuan asked.

"The North Route has the business of wool and animal husbandry. Herdsmen are naturally willing to conduct comprehensive cooperation with us. As for the West Route, what I care about most is how to quickly change the local situation." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he pointed to the location of Baidi City in Fengjie on the map, "Leaving Baidi at dawn amidst colorful clouds, returning to Jiangling a thousand miles away in one day. The sounds of apes on both banks cry ceaselessly, the light boat has already passed ten thousand mountains. In my opinion, Li Taibai's poem has quite a strategic meaning."

Baidi City in Fengjie is located on the north bank of the Yangtze River, about 15 li east of Fengjie City, hidden in lush green trees. It is the west entrance of the Three Gorges and the gateway to Sichuan. Due to its perilous terrain, it has been a place contested by military strategists throughout the ages. At the end of the Western Han Dynasty, Gongsun Shu occupied Shu and built a city on the mountain. Because a well in the city often emitted white gas like a white dragon, he took the title of White Emperor (Baidi) and named this city Baidi City. After Gongsun Shu died, locals built a temple on the mountain and erected a statue of Gongsun Shu, calling it the Baidi Temple. Since Gongsun Shu was not orthodox but a usurper, in the seventh year of Zhengde of the Ming Dynasty (1512), the Governor of Sichuan destroyed the statue of Gongsun Shu and worshiped the River God, Earth God, and Ma Yuan instead, renaming it "San Gong Shrine."

In the twelfth year of Jiajing of the Ming Dynasty (1533), it was changed to worship Liu Bei and Zhuge Liang, named "Zhengyi Shrine"; later, statues of Guan Yu and Zhang Fei were added, forming a pattern where there was no White Emperor in the Baidi Temple, but Shu Han figures were worshiped for a long time.

A fleet of the People's Party composed of ten ships arrived at Baidi City on March 4, 1918. Sichuan has always been affluent, but faced the situation of difficult Shu roads. The scenery of the Three Gorges is certainly beautiful, and the strange peaks and rocks are pleasing to the eyes of well-fed tourists, but it is by no means a gospel for boatmen, and can even be said to be a disaster for boatmen. In the era of sail power, ships sank in the Three Gorges every year, and the chanting of Sichuan boat trackers pulling boats has echoed on this waterway for thousands of years.

The fleet going upstream had an average tonnage of about a thousand tons. The ships were equipped with the latest steam engines of the People's Party, or more accurately, steam engines produced by the People's Party with blueprints provided by the United States. Even so, the fleet going upstream also felt that the horsepower of these steam engines was still not quite enough.

Thousand-ton steel ships naturally could not be called light boats, and their speed could not achieve a thousand miles a day. However, seeing these steel beasts parting the waves and going upstream, all the sailors and boatmen on other ships along the way stood on the side of their own ships closer to the People's Party fleet, watching dumbfounded.

At the head of the fleet was naturally the gunboat opening the way, with thick muzzles, towering masts, and lights and flag signals providing guidance to the entire fleet. And there was also a "scientific research ship" in the People's Party fleet, which puzzled the comrades. This ship, constructed with design ideas jointly proposed by the School of Mining and the Naval Academy, looked unremarkable on the surface but was loaded with many measuring instruments. From water speed, water temperature, water depth measurement, to equipment for collecting various ore samples. Although the volume was not particularly large, it was said that the entire cost was far higher than any other ship in the fleet. Due to the existence of this scientific research ship, the originally not fast enough sailing speed of the entire fleet was even more discounted.

Baidi City was actually not big, and Fengjie was not a big city either. An important reason for the relative prosperity of this city was that there was a scenic spot called "Yanyu Huilan" (Yanyu Swirling Waves) here.

"That big rock is the Yanyu Pile, right?" The fleet commander pointed ahead and asked after ordering the fleet to anchor.

Only to see a huge stone pillar standing in the center of the not-so-wide river surface at the mouth of Qutang Gorge below Baidi City. Saying stone pillar was not enough; it could even be called a small island.

The political commissar and the fleet commander stood side by side at the bow. The river surface was turbulent, and higher up, mist filled the air. Looking up at the sky, the mountain peaks were almost entirely submerged in clouds and mist. Higher up on that mountain, the figure of Baidi City could be seen faintly. The political commissar couldn't help reciting: "Yanyu is as big as an elephant, Qutang cannot be ascended. Yanyu is as big as an ox, Qutang cannot be stayed at. Yanyu is as big as a horse, Qutang cannot be descended. Yanyu is as big as a bundle, Qutang cannot be touched. Yanyu is as big as a turtle, Qutang cannot be peeked at. Yanyu is as big as a soft-shelled turtle, boats cannot travel in Qutang."

The fleet commander did not have such refined interest. He pointed to the Yanyu Pile and said: "As long as this big rock is still here, no matter if it looks big or small, no matter what it looks like, ships passing through here shouldn't think of having a good time. Am I right in saying this?"

The political commissar also laughed: "That's right."

"Isn't our task to blow it up?" The fleet commander continued to ask.

"Yes." The political commissar nodded in agreement.

The fleet commander continued to ask: "Besides, before blowing up this big rock, don't we need to take more photos? Chairman Chen actually sent someone to take photos earlier, and those photos were used as materials for this operation."

"That's right," the political commissar replied.

Only then did the fleet commander turn his head, "Then Political Commissar, I have a question. Why did I hear before this operation that someone linked Feng Shui with this operation? This is completely a channel clearing job; what does it have to do with Feng Shui?"

The political commissar was not stumped by the fleet commander. He laughed: "Things like Feng Shui, you don't believe, but some people believe. You don't say, but some people say. We are here to work, so hurry up and blow up this Yanyu Pile. Just looking at the fuel consumption now, we may not necessarily be able to sail the ship to Chongqing."

Many years later, the elderly in Fengjie would still talk with relish to the young people visiting Baidi City about how they saw with their own eyes the People's Party blowing up the Yanyu Pile, and the Sichuan opera troupe even specially arranged a play called "Blowing up Yanyu." There were various versions of legends like the destruction of the Yanyu Pile changed the fate of Sichuan.

However, the military history records of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far less romantic and fantasy-like. In the military history records, the naval fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army drove steel pillars into the rocks by the river and pulled up steel cables. Naval officers and soldiers and engineering corps officers and soldiers went up to the Yanyu Pile first, drilling holes with electric drills and nailing steel cables on it. To complete this work, a power supply warship accidentally hit a reef, causing a hole in the hull. It was only thanks to effective damage control that a major accident of capsizing and sinking did not occur.

Divers tied with hundreds of jin of steel ingots dived down to carefully measure the size and scale of the Yanyu Pile. Demolition experts also went underwater for on-site investigation and formulated a demolition plan after careful calculation.

Starting from March 15, 1918, after three consecutive days of blasting, the Yanyu Pile was finally blown into fragments. The fleet did not end its work after the Yanyu Pile disappeared from the river surface. They had nailed many steel rods on the Yanyu Pile before the blasting. Divers used the steel rods on the residue of the Yanyu Pile sunk in the river to tie steel cables, used ships to drag the largest piece of Yanyu Pile residue away from the center of the river, and used explosives to continue blowing up other residues into small pieces that would not affect shipping.

The largest residue was dragged to the riverbank with a winch, and a stone tablet was erected in front of the residue, inscribed with "Residue of Yanyu Pile."

At the beginning, the masses in Fengjie were very puzzled by the inexplicable actions of the People's Party. Plus, ships mostly had to stop at the Yanyu Pile to wait for local pilots. Seeing the large warships of the People's Party and receiving the news that the People's Party blocked the shipping route, the fleets were extremely afraid and dared not take the risk to look for trouble and touch bad luck.

When the blasting of the Yanyu Pile began, the people of Fengjie and the ship owners, sailors, and boatmen of the fleets knelt down. This was not fear in their hearts, but they really knelt down.

The Yanyu Pile was indeed a gate of hell, but it had existed for thousands of years and was already a sacred object existing in the hearts of everyone on the Yangtze River. The People's Party simply and roughly blew up the Yanyu Pile until not even a shadow could be found, and even "displayed the corpse" of the Yanyu Pile to the public. Not many Sichuan people could figure out their mood at this time.

Even for the pilots who relied on the Yanyu Pile for a living, this craft was mostly passed down in the family, and the Yanyu Pile had claimed the lives of how many generations of their ancestors. So kneeling and crying loudly was actually mixed with joy in sorrow. The people sailing ships knew that once the Yanyu Pile was gone, sailing would be much more convenient from then on. But looking at the empty and strange river surface, they felt extremely lost. Kneeling and crying loudly was joy mixed with sorrow.

The fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely ignored the reactions of these people. Some ships in the fleet were damaged. Moreover, fuel consumption exceeded expectations. After discussion, the fleet decisively turned around and returned. The fleet decided to return to Wuhan for rest and reorganization before going up the river again. On March 25, 1918, the fleet left Baidi City and went downstream.

By early April 1918, the news that the People's Party blew up the Yanyu Pile spread through most of Sichuan.



★


Liberation War 3

Volume 5 - Chapter 219

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 218 Liberation War (3)

Baidi City is surrounded by water on three sides and leans against a mountain on one side. It stands alone and towering, with a desolate atmosphere, appearing exceptionally beautiful amidst the magnificent and precipitous mountains and waters of Kuimen. To climb up from the foot of the mountain, one has to ascend nearly a thousand stone steps to reach the gate of Baidi Temple at the top of the mountain. From here, one can view the majestic momentum of Kuimen. Going around to the back of the temple, one can see the winding and beautiful Caotang River flowing into the Yangtze River from the foot of Baidi Mountain.

Sichuan's shamanistic culture is prevalent, and various folk mythological figures since the Tang Dynasty can basically find certain origins in Sichuan. The most famous one is Erlang Shen, the True Lord of Illustrious Sage. When ships leaving Sichuan arrived below Baidi City, they saw that the familiar Yanyu Pile was missing on the broad river surface, but a huge rock several people high, which more than ten people might not be able to encircle with their arms, appeared by the river. Many "big steel nails" were nailed on the big rock, and a stone tablet was erected in front of it. Before the Yanyu Pile was blown up, there was a pavilion on it, and in the pavilion was a stone tablet engraved with the foolish essay "Ode to Yanyu Pile" written by Su Shi, who had never studied fluid mechanics. This tablet was also knocked down and transported to be erected beside the remnant rock. Destroying the Yanyu Pile, suppressing evil with steel nails, and erecting a tablet as proof—these elements that artists "loved to see and hear" greatly stimulated the shamanistic culture and mythological story plots in their hearts.

After the People's Party blew up the Yanyu Pile, rumors were rife in Fengjie, and the incense of Baidi City also flourished accordingly. However, on April 14, 1918, a group of people wearing dark blue clothes appeared on the mountain path of Baidi City. Dark blue military uniforms, dark blue military caps, but the leather shoes were black. No one dared to block the way of these people. The news from down the mountain said that these people came down from the fleet that blew up the Yanyu Pile last time.

The troops lined up rigorously in a column and went up along the mountain path, led by Fleet Commander Zhu Yao. The Naval Political Department praised them for their neat completion of the task of blowing up the Yanyu Pile. Through actual sailing, they accumulated experience for large ships to navigate to the upper reaches of the Yangtze River. At least the Military Commission passed an emergency plan, and a fuel supply plant and a machine repair plant were expanded in Yichang.

The task Zhu Yao received this time was to continue advancing to the upper reaches of the Yangtze River along the previous route. However, the scientific research ship in the fleet was collecting new hydrological data after the Yanyu Pile was blown up, so the fleet temporarily anchored in the Fengjie area. Zhu Yao had a somewhat restless nature, so he simply organized officers and soldiers to visit Baidi City. This could not only exercise their bodies but also show off the demeanor of the People's Party army.

There was nothing particularly good to see in Baidi Temple; the mountain was quite high, but the temple was very small. The People's Party opposed feudal superstition. After visiting the statues of Shu Han figures, the naval officers and soldiers lined up to prepare to go down the mountain. At this time, a woman with red eyes and a pale face leaned forward tremblingly and said something in the local dialect of Fengjie.

Zhu Yao was from Hebei. As a descendant of Beiyang, his father admired Yan Fu's great name very much, so Zhu Yao was sent to the People's Party to study in 1909. After political review, he was assigned to the Naval Academy. After graduation, he did a lot of naval work and now served as the fleet commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army marching into Sichuan. Zhu Yao was used to Mandarin and couldn't understand a word of the local dialect of Fengjie. Fortunately, comrades from Hubei could understand a lot. He asked the woman a few sentences. During the question and answer, he saw a look of excited joy appear on the woman's pale face, and even her complexion seemed much ruddy.

The Hubei comrade turned his head and said to Zhu Yao: "Commander Zhu, this aunt's son is sick. She asked if we have doctors and if we can treat him. We said we could at most help take a look, but we couldn't promise her any treatment effect."

Zhu Yao frowned slightly. The medical level in the liberated areas of the Republic was far higher than in other regions of China. If the fleet's medical team started treatment in Fengjie, it would very likely trigger a frenzy of seeking medical treatment locally. The incense in Baidi City was flourishing. Apart from the inherent tradition of praying to gods and worshipping Buddha, the psychological emptiness caused by the People's Party blowing up the Yanyu Pile was also one of the reasons. It was just that the purpose of praying to gods and worshipping Buddha was to solve problems that reality could not solve, especially the desire for the treatment of diseases.

Whether there is a political commissar present means whether there is political leadership for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Zhu Yao knew very well that medical treatment could greatly promote the influence of the People's Party, but he didn't want to spend precious manpower on meaningless things at this time. However, Zhu Yao also knew very well that the political commissar would probably choose to provide medical services to the masses in Fengjie.

Things turned out just as Zhu Yao expected. The group went down the mountain, and the political commissar agreed to diagnose the local woman's son. The diagnosis came out quickly; the teenager had acute appendicitis and needed surgery immediately. Hearing that the doctor wanted to cut open her son's body and remove an organ, the woman was terrified. However, the subsequent development greatly exceeded Zhu Yao's expectations. The mother's face was as white as paper. After biting her lips tightly and hesitating for a while, she suddenly knelt down and shouted: "Masters, please save my son properly."

The subsequent development was very simple. The doctor with rich surgical experience performed a successful operation, removing the swollen appendix and carefully stitching the wound. The weak child soon fell asleep with the help of anesthetics. The appendix was on the verge of ulceration, but it had not ulcerated. After the anti-inflammatory liquid medicine was hung up, the child's complexion gradually recovered from greenish-white to a more normal skin color.

The political commissar naturally saw that Zhu Yao had no enthusiasm for saving lives, but it seemed inappropriate to question whether the fleet commander lacked the revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying. At least it was indeed inappropriate without conclusive evidence. So the political commissar just asked Zhu Yao, "Do we want to continue advancing?"

"Advance now." Zhu Yao replied immediately, with no thought of staying in his tone.

This attitude made the political commissar a bit unable to stand it, "Commander Zhu, why do I feel that you have no interest in helping the masses at all?"

Zhu Yao was not frightened by the political commissar's attitude at all. He said frankly: "Our action this time is not a civil affairs action. If we were responsible for establishing a hospital, then of course we could vigorously propagate and work hard in Fengjie. But the purpose of our action is to go up the river. You say we treated a few people incidentally; of course, we can lend a helping hand. But if work is delayed because of these rescue actions unrelated to the purpose of the action, I don't think this is a responsible attitude towards the revolution."

The political commissar was actually not old either, only in his early thirties. Zhu Yao was only twenty-six years old. Moreover, as the representative of the Party Committee, the political commissar was actually above Zhu Yao in both status and authority. The political commissar was quite dissatisfied with Zhu Yao's attitude of "despising" political work. He asked: "Then what does Commander Zhu mean?"

"I mean to set sail immediately and continue up the river before the news spreads. Our task is this, and our purpose is also this. And..." Zhu Yao stopped here.

"And what?" The political commissar really wanted to know what exactly Zhu Yao's attitude towards treating the masses was.

Zhu Yao was young after all. Although he knew he shouldn't say this, he couldn't help but speak out his thoughts: "Political Commissar, my attitude is that the humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying does not equal buying popularity. We unite the masses, but it doesn't mean we have to get good reviews from the masses all the time. I think that is not the attitude of making a revolution."

Daring to speak out such a view so straightforwardly, Zhu Yao could actually be considered an honest person. But these words made the political commissar's face turn a bit pale. He said seriously: "Commander Zhu, you are opposing the mass line!"

Zhu Yao also said seriously: "Then are we going to obey the orders of the Military Commission now, or follow the mass line and mobilize the masses? Give me a choice between the two."
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When the Yangtze River Fleet of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army decided to set sail, they encountered a small problem. Surgical operation is not just finished after cutting and stitching. It includes post-operative observation, maintaining anti-inflammation, post-operative physical recovery guidance, and even removing stitches. This series of work requires professional knowledge. Leaving a few doctors behind for a teenage patient was obviously inappropriate, and taking the teenager on board to continue sailing upstream was also inappropriate. Leaving the teenager in Baidi City, Fengjie, also made the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had relatively procedural thinking, feel inappropriate.

Fleet Commander Zhu Yao managed to stop himself from saying meaningless nonsense with difficulty. Serving the people is right, and carrying forward the revolutionary spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying is also right. But pursuing perfection is great nonsense. If doctors were omnipotent, there would be no such thing as dying from illness in this world.

The fleet political commissar was once very dissatisfied with Zhu Yao's attitude, but at this time he was also unwilling to continue talking. After all, the medical knowledge and treatment procedures possessed by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far higher than those of the local people. If anyone in the army dared to say that it was over after performing surgery on the commanders and fighters of the army, it would not only end in being cursed to death, but the person holding this attitude would also be subject to disciplinary action.

At this point, the fleet could only hold a Party Committee meeting to solve the problem. Hearing the political commissar briefly introduce the situation, the comrades of the Party Committee also fell silent. As a comrade with eight years of naval qualifications, Fleet Deputy Commander Gao Meng was 24 years old this year. So he spoke more frankly, asking: "Political Commissar, do you want everyone to bear the responsibility together, or do you want everyone to vote by raising hands?"

Voting by raising hands means bearing responsibility, and any resolution of the Party Committee must be recorded. No matter how the political commissar listened to Gao Meng's words, he felt very unfriendly, but in a blink of an eye, he was relieved. Since there was no meeting and voting before treatment, a Party Committee voting was to be held after treatment. Regardless of what the political commissar initially thought, everyone had completely legitimate reasons to suspect that the political commissar was suspected of dragging everyone down as scapegoats afterwards.

In theory, whoever decides to start bears the result. However, the members of the People's Party have a privilege that is "more equal" than others, that is, doing well is a duty, and responsibility cannot be escaped if something goes wrong. Everyone was repeatedly told before joining the party that guys who treated this warning as a deaf ear had bad luck.

Fortunately, Zhu Yao interrupted, "Don't talk about who is right and who is wrong in this matter. I ask now, does anyone oppose not leaving people behind and setting sail directly at this time? Also, we have to notify the comrades about leaving some anti-inflammatory drugs."

Zhu Yao said this to show that he would bear the responsibility. Since he didn't want to drag everyone down as scapegoats, the comrades no longer raised objections. The control of drugs in the army was very strict. One of the important tasks of each party meeting was to study the notification and handling of various typical incidents. Cases of execution for privately reselling and stealing drugs were not studied just once or twice. Zhu Yao asking everyone to supervise in this matter was not because he had nothing better to do.

Leaving medical advice and drugs, repeatedly emphasizing the usage method and dosage of anti-inflammatory drugs to the mother, the fleet used a small boat to pick up the doctor back to the warship before continuing to advance.

In the subsequent voyage, the political commissar appeared extremely silent; he just silently did his specific work. Zhu Yao was busy commanding the fleet navigation along the way. When the fleet passed Yibin, Zhu Yao had to talk to the political commissar personally, "Political Commissar, did I speak too directly and make you unhappy?"

At this time, the political commissar had completed the inspection of logistic materials in the cabin. He wiped his sweat and said: "Unhappiness is only one aspect. I am thinking whether we can finish the work quickly and then return to Baidi City as soon as possible to see that child."

"Baidi City has passed. It's meaningless for you to keep thinking about Baidi City," Zhu Yao advised.

"Being criticized by comrades, even if I am unhappy, I don't feel wronged. But I really don't want to let go of this matter in Baidi City." The political commissar tried his best to adhere to the attitude of seeking truth from facts and spoke very honestly.

Zhu Yao looked at the political commissar with regret, "You have to let go even if you can't. This matter has passed. From the moment we left Baidi City, the life and death of that child are not led by us. Political Commissar, don't have the illusion that we still have influence on that child."

The political commissar shook his head slightly, "The principles have been said countless times, but if I can't let go in my heart, I just can't let go."

Seeing the political commissar's firm attitude, Zhu Yao couldn't persuade him anymore: "Then you can't say nothing either. Work is not just burying your head in doing it. You have to communicate."

"There were big problems with the last party meeting, and I am also reflecting on the mistakes of the last time. Party meetings really can't be held casually, nor can just anything be raised casually." The political commissar sighed.

Zhu Yao disagreed with this, "I think the last party meeting was held well. What should be said was said, and comrades also expressed their opinions and attitudes. The purpose of the meeting is to express attitudes and solve problems. It's not that every time must be a meeting of unity and victory. If there is any problem, I think the meeting was not finished, and some things were not discussed clearly."

The political commissar stared at Zhu Yao with a gloomy face. If he hadn't maintained basic trust in Zhu Yao, the political commissar would have thoroughly questioned whether Zhu Yao wanted to beat a drowning dog politically. While the two were silent and speechless like this, the signalman who came in from outside relieved the embarrassment well. "Report! The survey ship encountered river channel problems."

"Meeting!" Zhu Yao ordered.

The two major cities in the Sichuan area in 1918 were Chongqing and Chengdu. The order received by the fleet was to see if they could reach Chengdu directly. At this time, the fleet had long turned from the Yangtze River into the Min River from Yibin. Before departure, the troops collected a large amount of intelligence. It was just that this intelligence looked like various stuff compiled by literati at first glance. There was much lyricism, and specific numbers were extremely scarce. The fleet was equipped with a scientific research ship for the purpose of field measurement of hydrological data of the Yangtze River and Min River. Thanks to the scientific research ship, the fleet hadn't encountered too many problems in these two rivers and managed to advance to the current position.

"We are approaching the Leshan area. There are too many problems with this river channel; the survey ship can't make it. As it looks now, only a few small gunboats of 300 tons can pass this section. Transport ships with very shallow drafts can almost pass too." The commander in charge of surveying reported the situation facing the map.

Thousand-ton warships had thick armor, fierce firepower, and many personnel. The existing artillery in such a closed province as Sichuan could not directly penetrate the armor. However, warships of more than 200 tons might not necessarily be able to defend against the enemy's heavy firepower.

"Many ants bite an elephant to death. If the enemy transports heavy firepower here like crazy, I'm afraid we can't hold it." Zhu Ting was very worried about this.

"Doesn't it say that Sichuan warlords are fighting each other now? We haven't seen enemies in established units until now; are they hiding because of fear!" Gao Meng started joking.

"I really don't want to see enemies in established units." Zhu Yao didn't want to joke. This action was almost a military adventure. The only difference from a military adventure was that the troops did not come to Sichuan to start a war, nor did they set military strike targets. Even so, the military commanders at the Party Committee meeting were very nervous in their hearts. The millions of mu of fertile fields in the Chengdu Plain were the foundation for Sichuan being called the Land of Abundance. The Yangtze River Fleet not encountering strikes in Chongqing did not mean they would not encounter strikes near Chengdu. The space for warships to dodge in the Yangtze River was very small. With insufficient hydrological data on the Min River, whether the fleet could sail to the vicinity of Chengdu was still a big question.

Hearing the comrades say a lot, the political commissar, whose mood was originally annoyed, appeared even more angry, "Then might as well look at the problem from the most difficult angle. If our warships encounter enemy shelling in the Min River, how big is the caliber of the enemy's artillery? How fast is the firing rate? How is the training of the gunners?"

Gao Meng was mainly responsible for fleet artillery. He pondered slightly and answered readily: "Although I don't know the specific situation, I don't have any illusions about Sichuan's gunners and artillery."

This explanation was very pale and feeble. No matter what in theory, that was theory. Just as the fleet didn't expect to hit a reef at Yanyu Pile causing damage to a warship. Moreover, they didn't encounter any attacks when passing through Chongqing, but facing Chengdu, the nominal provincial capital of Sichuan, the fleet really dared not take it lightly.

"If we turn back now, I think we can be considered to have completed the task." Zhu Yao said hesitantly.

"The advantage of ships lies in their ability to move continuously. Giving up this advantage, we can only be beaten passively." The political commissar also came from the old inland river fleet, plus he was angry in his heart, so his attitude appeared particularly tough. "Since big ships can't pass, why not form a detachment of small ships to continue advancing. If precise measurement can't be done, do rough measurement. The main force of the fleet moves back and forth between Yibin and Leshan. Measure on one hand, and attract attention from all sides on the other. Going downstream saves fuel; the fuel for half the journey doesn't have to be enough for half."

If the original action was called risky, what the political commissar proposed now was true adventure, or at least the risk increased greatly. However, the political commissar's attitude was very firm, "I will be responsible for the detachment continuing to advance. The order of the Military Commission must be carried out to the end."

Under such a dispute, it was turn to suspect whether the political commissar harbored revenge. But the order of the Military Commission was indeed to advance to Chengdu as much as possible. Currently, Sichuan troops did not appear at all. The chaos in Sichuan directly manifested only as a low-level situation within local warlords. Without telegraphs along the Yangtze River basin and targeted early warning systems, it was impossible to implement effective attacks on the fleet.

Finally, under the insistence of the political commissar, the suggestion he proposed was passed. The fleet was divided into two parts; one part continued up the Min River, and the other part did measurement work while creating illusions with maneuvers.

By the evening of May 1st, which was Labor Day in the base area, the detachment was approaching Dujiangyan. The Military Commission's plan clearly stated that Dujiangyan was the furthest target of this voyage.

"There is really no military force to invest in Dujiangyan maintenance." The political commissar looked at that inconspicuous water conservancy facility and couldn't help sighing. Dujiangyan is the oldest water conservancy facility in the world, and its design reached a nearly perfect level. Since Li Bing and his son successfully completed this water conservancy facility, the Chengdu Plain "followed people's will in floods and droughts, knew no famine, had no lean years, and the world called it the Land of Abundance."

However, after the small boat carried the political commissar and soldiers to land on Dujiangyan, the situation seen was indeed as stated in the People's Party's report: no one had repaired this water conservancy facility for a long time. According to records, Dujiangyan needed maintenance once a year, but after the collapse of the Manchu Qing, no one in Sichuan cared about infrastructure anymore.

Just like the Feishayan (Flying Sand Weir) where the political commissar stood, it was built by piling up bamboo cages filled with pebbles. The top of the weir was made to a suitable height to play a role in regulating water volume. When the water level of the Inner River was too high, the floodwater would overflow the Feishayan through the flat water trough and flow into the Outer River, so that the water volume entering the Baopingkou (Precious Bottle Mouth) would not be too large, protecting the Inner River irrigation area from floods; at the same time, the water flow overflowing the Feishayan into the Outer River produced eddies. Due to centrifugal action, sediment and even huge stones would be thrown over the Feishayan, so it could also effectively reduce sediment deposition around the Baopingkou.

However, the bamboo cages that should have been clearly seen were already buried under sand and soil. Only places close to the river water showed some traces of bamboo cages soaked for a long time. Other places were completely covered under sand, soil, and gravel, as if it were a small island in the water formed completely naturally.

The political commissar bent down to grab a handful of sand and soil, then stood up. This was Sichuan, the recent target of the People's Party. Among the civil affairs goals, once Sichuan was liberated, besides repairing Dujiangyan as soon as possible, there was also the work of seizing the time to complete the construction of the Chengdu-Chongqing Railway. Regarding the Railway Protection Movement that caused a sensation in Sichuan back then, the result analyzed in the materials collected by the People's Party was that the Manchu Qing government once let the local Sichuan undertake railway construction. As a result, the survey and other actions arranged by the government had been completed, but the engineering funds allocated by the Manchu Qing were either embezzled or misappropriated, and the railway bonds issued locally were embezzled by that group of gentry. The government finally prepared to take back the road building rights and solve it by the government. So Sichuan made a big fuss.

The Manchu Qing was certainly guilty of heinous crimes, but one thing is one thing; it cannot be said that the Railway Protection Movement was the Manchu Qing acting recklessly. If the Manchu Qing had responsibility, it was that the government's execution ability was too low. So low that it hadn't had time to make mistakes in the matter of building railways.

However, when the political commissar thought of this matter, what he associated in his heart was his own work. The People's Party had strong execution power. If not for this execution power, he could not have gone upstream a thousand miles against the current with his comrades and stood on Dujiangyan in one month. But the result brought by this execution power was that there were too many choices for everything. Politics, military, organizational order. When these forces were twisted into a rope, they were indeed invincible. How to straighten out these complex relationships when the goal was not clear enough was indeed a very difficult thing.

Thinking of the dispute with Zhu Ting a few days ago, the political commissar felt more irritable in his heart. However, the guard had already run over, "Political Commissar, guys looking like enemies appeared."

"Retreat." The political commissar answered neatly. If facing a war with a quite clear stance, any command would be easy. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew why they fought. Even if it was dangerous, it was at most death. Going up the river this time was to demonstrate power and prepare for the comprehensive liberation of Sichuan in the next step.

The gunboats and transport ships had completed turning around. When the commanders and fighters all boarded the ships, the whistle sounded on the Chengdu Plain for the first time. Regardless of what those people who surrounded them in fear and trembling thought, the small fleet weighed anchor and began to go downstream. The return journey was indeed fast. Even without the speed of Li Taibai's "returning to Jiangling a thousand miles away in one day," the fleet returned to Leshan in less than half the time of going upstream. After joining the main force of the fleet, the fleet embarked on the return journey.

By May 7, the fleet returned to Baidi City again. The observer saw from a distance that a simple lighthouse had been erected on the high bank, and the red light was an electric lamp. Only the large troops of the People's Party could have such equipment. "Fengjie has been liberated!" The observer couldn't help shouting loudly to the comrades.

Both Zhu Ting and the political commissar breathed a long sigh of relief. As long as they were in the liberated area with a strong organization as backing, all problems could be solved easily. Dealing with the many problems encountered according to various priorities, at least that child's life was saved.

The fleet docked at Fengjie. The comrades who came to welcome immediately came up to ask about the process of this voyage and the situations encountered, including photos of various key positions on both banks of the Yangtze River and Min River, and hand-drawn topographic maps. These were important materials for continuing to march into Sichuan.

After finishing these with difficulty, before Zhu Ting and the political commissar had time to ask about that child, the comrade stationed in Fengjie asked: "As far as we know, you performed an operation in Fengjie?"

"Yes." The political commissar replied. He could see that the expression of the local comrade indicated something bad.

Sure enough, the local comrade said seriously: "That child died."

"What?" Both the political commissar and Zhu Ting almost jumped up, "The operation was very successful."

"Yes, our medical staff examined the child's body; there was no problem with the operation. That child died of bacterial infection caused after the operation." The local comrade replied.

"Impossible. We gave that child's mother medical advice and anti-inflammatory drugs." The political commissar stood up and said loudly.

The local comrade nodded, "We also investigated this matter. That child's mother also said you gave medicine, but she felt fine at first and didn't take it every day according to medical advice. Later, when the child developed a high fever due to bacterial infection, in her desperation, she gave all the medicine to the child to eat at once..."

The political commissar sat back in his seat dejectedly. He probably heard the local comrade say that this matter had been investigated and the comrades of the fleet were not responsible. However, the political commissar's chaotic brain had no reaction to this information at all. What he could be sure of was that if they hadn't been so anxious to continue upstream at that time, or if they had left a doctor behind, this child probably wouldn't have died. But could they do these things at that time? After reflection these days, the political commissar actually admitted that what Zhu Ting said was correct. The order of the Military Commission was for the fleet to go up the river, not to be living Bodhisattvas to cure diseases and save people. Moreover, if no doctor had operated at that time, that child wouldn't have lasted three days. The appendix already showed signs of ulceration. Once the ulcerated pus entered the abdominal cavity, even an immortal couldn't save him back.

The fleet was short of fuel and had to return to Wuhan to report the situation. The originally silent political commissar became even more silent along the way. When he arrived in Wuhan and reported his work, the political commissar simply went directly to find General Political Commissar He Zudao. Apart from He Zudao, the political commissar really didn't know who could completely untie this knot in his heart.
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He Zudao was very familiar with the vast majority of high-ranking political commissars. His job was to engage in political propaganda and ideological work. Generally speaking, when fleet political commissars looked for He Zudao, he would always receive them. Inviting the political commissar to sit on the palm-mat fabric sofa in the office, He Zudao began to listen to the complaints of the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar. After listening, He Zudao suggested: "I suggest you go to the new psychological counseling department and talk to them."

The political commissar became agitated as if scalded by burning charcoal, "What? That department that catches criminals and madmen?"

The People's Internal Affairs Committee was the first unit in the People's Party to create a psychology department, followed by the behavioral psychology department of the public security system. The coverage of this department and discipline soon exceeded the scope of these two powerful departments. Next came the Discipline Inspection Commission and many departments related to social behavior, but the comrades of the People's Party had a very poor impression of these two departments. The initial purpose of these two departments was to find various counter-revolutionaries and psychological maladjustment symptoms. In the eyes of the comrades, it was catching criminals and madmen.

"Look, look, you are immediately not seeking truth from facts," He Zudao laughed. "Our core philosophy is seeking truth from facts, but facts have proved that to achieve seeking truth from facts requires suitable methods. This method is different for everyone. Everyone has their own characteristics, so the organization established this department and pioneered this discipline."

The political commissar knew perfectly well that what He Zudao said was correct, but he just couldn't overcome the aversion to the psychological counseling department. Turning his head away, the political commissar simply sized up He Zudao's office. The office couldn't be simpler. Except for the new fabric sofa, all the tables, chairs, and furniture in the room looked like they had been used for a while. The cleanliness and tidiness of this office were indeed at the level of a General Political Commissar. The only thing that could be called a decoration was the four characters "Seeking Truth from Facts" hanging on the wall.

There was really nothing in the room that could stimulate or comfort the political commissar, so he could only withdraw his gaze, "Political Commissar He, I think you are definitely better than that department."

He Zudao replied unhurriedly: "You haven't investigated, so how do you know?"

The political commissar hurriedly said: "Every time after listening to you, I always feel that my heart brightens up. Of course, it's because you do better than those people."

He Zudao shook his head slightly, "That's because what you hear is my logic. Everything I say is to elaborate on seeking truth from facts according to my own personal logic. If anything I say resonates with everyone, it's only because I may have pointed out the truth of things. But the way I see the truth is just my personal way. What's the use of just seeing the result? To walk on that road, one must find one's own way. As for how to find this way, I think the comrades in the psychological counseling department are more adept and professional than me."

Speaking of this, He Zudao couldn't help laughing, "But let me make it clear first. Once psychological analysis purely analyzes psychology, it becomes shamanism and religion. Our psychology department only solves one problem: how to enable comrades to treat the world and themselves realistically. It's not about engaging in some inner confession or playing those sighing literati tricks at all."

Hearing this, the political commissar was somewhat tempted, but this temptation was only momentary. The political commissar quickly abandoned this idea. Chen Ke never engaged in any psychological counseling, and He Zudao didn't engage in any psychological counseling either. Why should the political commissar go for psychological counseling?

"Political Commissar He, it's better if you just talk to me," the political commissar said.

"Alright," He Zudao replied. Forcing the political commissar to accept psychological counseling by order would only have side effects. It is unlikely to have good psychological effects with a hostile mentality. He asked, "How did you feel after saving that child?"

"Feel?" The political commissar was somewhat surprised by this question. After hesitating for a moment, the political commissar replied: "I actually don't care about the child's matter. I just felt that I should do my best to do a little more that is helpful to the revolution."

He Zudao continued to ask: "Then what did you think after hearing that the child passed away?"

"I was very disappointed; I felt very disappointed." The political commissar's tone became somewhat agitated, "I failed in this matter, and Commander Zhu Ting had predicted this result at that time. Even though I knew there was such a possibility at that time, I still believed that such a thing would not happen. So many appendectomy surgeries were performed in the base area without problems; I actually thought this kind of thing was impossible to happen."

The political commissar's original voice was fairly low, but by the end, his emotions had become completely agitated.

He Zudao listened quietly, watching the political commissar's emotions becoming more and more agitated, but he said nothing. The psychological counseling department had learned a lot from political commissars at all levels. After discussion, the comrades believed that interrupting others and pointing out the wrong logic in their words was very efficient. A command system like the army can achieve some effects in a short time. However, if one wants to truly make people gain insight, one must first let the other party continue the topic according to their own logic, and finally let them summarize their own logic. Guys who cannot seek truth from facts will find that their logic conflicts with the facts.

He Zudao listened quietly, and sure enough, the political commissar slowly revealed this trend. After pouring out his feelings, the contradiction in the political commissar's heart focused on two main points: the effort to save the child failed, and this failure could have been avoided. Since a failure occurred, there must be a responsible person, and the political commissar could not determine the responsible person in his heart. He Zudao was temporarily unsure whether the political commissar thought he or Fleet Commander Zhu Yao should bear greater responsibility.

When the political commissar couldn't continue speaking, He Zudao said: "Do you think the child's mother did wrong?"

The political commissar first nodded reflexively, then frowned and shook his head, "Political Commissar He, I originally thought there was a problem with the child's mother. If she had followed the doctor's advice, this child might not have died. But now I feel again that even if the child's mother listened to the doctor's advice, this child also had the possibility of dying after surgery. I feel there are unclear things in this, but I think Commander Zhu Yao's attitude towards the masses is too cold, which is not the sentiment a People's Party member should have at all."

"Then where do you think Commander Zhu Yao was wrong?" He Zudao continued to guide the topic downwards.

The political commissar's voice rose quite a bit, "Commander Zhu Yao thinks that either finish the process or take one step and count it as one step. He only sees how to do it and doesn't care about the result at all."

Facing such a severe accusation, He Zudao still remained silent. It is normal to encounter such doubts and confusion in political work. In fact, most political disputes revolve around similar issues.

After criticizing Zhu Yao in a high profile, the political commissar's tone lowered a bit, "But facts have proved that Commander Zhu Yao's judgment of the future was correct. Unless I disobey the order of the Military Commission, things can only develop like this. Even if I say anything, the current fact is that Commander Zhu Yao was not wrong. So I can't figure this out."

He Zudao continued to listen quietly. He knew he should remain silent at this time, but He Zudao couldn't help considering whether he should forcefully implement the psychological counseling system. The political commissar had used more than half an hour speaking up to this point, while He Zudao originally thought the reception time would be at most half an hour. Professional psychological counselors, however, would have enough time to solve these problems.

But since it started, He Zudao had to try his best to solve the problem. So he continued to be silent.

The political commissar's train of thought could no longer continue here. He actually discovered the problem himself. He believed that everyone had responsibilities to bear, but he dared not blame the people, nor did he dare to blame the Military Commission, let alone the system of prioritizing military tasks. But the child was innocent, and the disappearance of such a life was actually undeserved. And the political commissar at least didn't want to blame the disease. When people can't find a responsible person, they often push the responsibility to germs that have no thinking ability at all. After all, the political commissar had studied medical knowledge. If he did so too, what difference would there be from the feudal superstition of believing in supernatural forces like the "God of Plague"?

Various thoughts mixed together. The political commissar originally felt he had figured out the main point a little, but then fell into more confusion. If simply admitting that Zhu Yao's cold approach was correct could be considered a solution, the political commissar happened to be most unwilling to admit this line of thought. If one has no feeling for human life and only uses a so-called "scientific" perspective to understand the world, the political commissar absolutely cannot admit that is revolution.

Seeing that the political commissar's train of thought in this round finally ended, He Zudao asked: "Do you think the child's death is wrong?"

"Yes." The political commissar answered very simply.

"Then I hope you do the following work: reformulate the action plan for this time with the line of thought you think is correct. Can you?" He Zudao said.

"Okay." The political commissar replied.

He Zudao nodded, "And this discussion will also become our typical case, which will be fully discussed in the training of the Political Department later. So you have to cooperate with the psychological counseling department for psychological analysis."

The political commissar was stunned, "This..."

"This is an order." He Zudao did not give the political commissar a chance to refute. The execution strength of the Political Department's orders was not weaker than that of the military department, and orders from superiors to subordinates had more binding force.

Sending away the political commissar of the Yangtze River Fleet, He Zudao also felt helpless. Adhering to the attitude of seeking truth from facts would bring great pain to people. If one could really reach the realm of seeking truth from facts, that would probably be the realm of God. The formal name of the psychology department established by the People's Party was actually "Human Ethology Research Center." The research direction stuck to "seeking truth from facts," so most of the first batch of research results were "counter-common sense."

One of the sharpest examples is the characteristics of human thinking. The latest hypothesis suggests that human cognition is a process where "thinking combines observed fragments into coherence using imagination." Even though this hypothesis still has many problems and is even "incomplete" itself, its core is that human observation and analysis capabilities cannot have a comprehensive determination of every movement link. Therefore, the basis of all cognition is various fragments and pieces. Even with the help of various instruments and devices, it is only possible to approach the truth infinitely, but impossible to depict the accurate truth.

Just such a cognition caused a huge sensation in the discussion. Everyone believes that what they see is real. But this theory, based on the factual basis of materialism, proved that humans cannot see the truth now. This shook common sense first.

Fortunately, the philosophy of the People's Party is Marxism and materialism. Political classes have long repeatedly talked about relative truth and absolute truth, so at least it didn't cause chaotic thinking. However, how to guide everyone's actions based on this scientific attitude made the heads of the comrades studying theory explode.

More importantly, the bunch of "lunatics" in the Human Ethology Research Department also coldly raised another very practical question: "Even if one is willing to accept the attitude of seeking truth from facts, one still encounters so many problems. Then for those who choose not to accept seeking truth from facts because they feel pain, how should we persuade them to undergo huge pain to face the facts?"

Although Zhou Shuren did not participate in this ethology discussion, as if having telepathy, he wrote an article, mentioning in a question-and-answer format:

"Suppose there is an iron house, without windows and impossible to destroy. Inside there are many people fast asleep, and they will soon suffocate to death. However, they pass from slumber to death without feeling the sorrow of dying. Now you shout loudly, waking up a few relatively sober people, making these unfortunate few suffer the irremediable agony of death. Do you think you are doing them a favor?"

"However, since a few have woken up, you cannot say there is absolutely no hope of destroying this iron house."

Yes, although I have my own convictions, when it comes to hope, it cannot be obliterated, because hope lies in the future. I absolutely cannot use my proof of its non-existence to refute his claim of its possible existence.

Because of this article, plus the medical professional background Zhou Shuren himself possessed, the Human Ethology Research Center simply sent an official invitation letter to Zhou Shuren, wanting to hire him as a researcher.

Let alone the issue of the "Human Ethology Research Center" recruiting people everywhere, deeper discussions on the "mass line" gradually emerged. Originally, many people thought based on experience that "people are born different." Now there were gradually more material research foundations. Thanks to the tolerant atmosphere and system for science within the People's Party, some comrades simply raised the question of "initiative in self-transformation."

Party members of the People's Party have all been tested, or rather birds of a feather flock together; this group of people all have a considerable degree of initiative. If one simply equates the initiative of these people with everyone having such strong initiative, it is obviously an unscientific cognition.

If inferring with a fairly narrow scope, there is a "paradox." The process of seeking truth from facts brings "greatly increased success rates based on different interest pursuits." Then has seeking truth from facts itself become a kind of success study? Isn't this reversing cause and effect?

Similarly, if discussing based on the nature of the world, combining the theory and practice of social transformation, there is another problem: how to promote human beings to "move forward"? If some people feel they can accept their situation, then how to treat these people.

Most critically, someone proposed to clearly define "ruling class" and "ruler" "on a scientific basis." This undoubtedly opened an extremely troublesome door.

Compared with the ideological confusion caused by the theoretical hurricane of these people, the little trouble of the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar was nothing at all. As the General Political Commissar, He Zudao himself couldn't even simply push these ideological studies to the comrades in the party branch. After all, at the practical level of ideological work, political commissars are duty-bound.

Many comrades with firm revolutionary concepts believe that revolution is to establish an equal world. So if the theoretical department comes up with a theoretical basis that "people are born completely unequal," the consequences would be completely subversive.
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Political Commissar He Zudao could not help but pay attention to the development of communist and socialist theories, nor could he ignore the application of theories at the practical level. However, obscure and "counter-common sense" theories were never the main point of concern for most people. Although the complexity of the theory gave him a headache, the institutional construction required for connecting theory with practice made He Zudao realize even more that his ability was really insufficient to construct such a system. However, since everyone lives in the material world, all actions must accept the laws of the material world.

Entering Sichuan required coordination between water and land. Three days after talking with He Zudao, the Political Commissar of the Yangtze River Fleet came to see He Zudao again very seriously. He frankly admitted that he could not formulate a "correct plan" at all. After reflection, the Political Commissar realized that letting the vanguard force undertake tasks beyond its strength was the biggest mistake. So after carefully analyzing his mistakes, the Political Commissar requested He Zudao not to use his own case as an example.

No one wants to make a fool of themselves in front of everyone. He Zudao could understand the Political Commissar's thoughts very well. In the Military Commission's military plan to enter Sichuan, the expanded Yangtze River Fleet undertook the important task of transporting troops and materials. Putting pressure on the Yangtze River Fleet Political Commissar that he couldn't bear was not a good idea either. However, He Zudao still rejected the Political Commissar's request. There might not be enough such examples now, but it would be a very typical case in the future.

He Zudao said: "I will try my best to extract the core contradictions of this matter, so you don't have to worry too much. I will absolutely not mention any names and try to downplay specific facts that are easy to associate. But this case is very typical."

The Political Commissar looked helpless. He Zudao felt sympathetic in his heart, but there was nothing he could do. Reality is just like this: "When three people walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher. I select their good qualities and follow them, and their bad qualities and change them." This has been said for thousands of years, but most people who have read this sentence use the method of mocking others to gain their own satisfaction, creating a false imagination that "I am capable, I am better than others." This is also one of the many practical guidelines of the "Human Ethology Research Center." Although these guidelines really faced the dark side of the human heart directly, they were quite scientific, or at least feelings summarized from much experience. He Zudao could accept this fact, but he didn't like this fact.

However, regardless of personal thoughts, the military action of the People's Party to enter Sichuan did not pause at all. Historically, as long as a few natural barriers could be broken through and troops could be transported to a few key points, the collapse of local regimes in Sichuan was basically very rapid. The People's Party did not focus on land routes this time. The action of blowing up the Yanyu Pile frightened various forces in the Fengjie area, and they surrendered immediately after contacting the spearhead of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After blowing up the Yanyu Pile, the water forces of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could completely go up the river. After thousands of marine troops landed, Chongqing also surrendered almost without a fight.

The remaining important area was Chengdu. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched a large number of small boats of about 300 tons to transport troops across the water area from Yibin to Leshan, and then advanced by water and land, taking Chengdu easily. With the preparatory work of the vanguard fleet, it took less than a month to seize several major strategic points along the Yangtze River in Sichuan.

Liberating the mountainous areas was not a simple job and could be done slowly. Starting from June 1st, the People's Party, mainly with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, hired a large number of local people in Chengdu to carry out emergency repair work on Dujiangyan, which had not been maintained for a long time.

For thousands of years, Sichuan had used bamboo cages made of bamboo strips filled with a large number of stones to repair Dujiangyan. The weir body of the ancient bamboo cage structure was not stable under the impact of the rapid current of the Min River, and although the Inner River channel had a sand discharge mechanism, silting could still not be avoided. Therefore, Dujiangyan needed to be renovated regularly to make it operate effectively. In the Song Dynasty, a system of annual repair by cutting off the flow during the low water period in winter and spring and during the slack farming season was established, called "Chuantao" (Dredging). During annual repairs, the weir body was repaired, and the river channel was deepened. The depth of dredging the shoal was based on digging to the stone horses buried at the bottom of the shoal, and the height of the weir body was based on being flush with the water gauge on the rock wall on the opposite bank.

The People's Party actually wanted to maintain Dujiangyan in June when the flood season was approaching. The local people in Chengdu thought the People's Party was a bit too reckless. However, the mechanical equipment brought by the steel ships spewing thick smoke from their chimneys opened the eyes of the local people in Chengdu. Steel plates, steel bars, cement, iron wires, bamboo strips processed from bamboo purchased locally, as well as generators, steam engines, and winches. The hired masses only did some auxiliary work, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army undertook the most arduous and dangerous work. And most of the workload in these jobs was completed by those roaring machines.

By June 15th, the emergency repair work of Dujiangyan was completed. The newly established Sichuan Provincial Government of the Republic presided over the ceremony of opening the sluice to release water. The winch slowly pulled up the sluice riveted with steel plates, and the water of the Min River rolled in, continuing to irrigate the ten thousand mu of fertile fields on the Chengdu Plain.

On July 1st, the Anlan Bridge was reinforced with steel columns and steel bars, and the expensive bridge toll was cancelled. At the same time, utilizing the geographical conditions of Feishayan on Dujiangyan, a simple cable bridge was built using materials such as steel columns and iron chains, also without charging any bridge toll. This immediately made the masses near Chengdu praise the "new government."

There was no need to formulate a strategy specifically; Chinese history had long recorded the expansion strategy for the next step after controlling Ba Shu. That is Hanzhong. There is an idiom called "coveting Shu after getting Long," which was what Cao Cao said after crusading against Zhang Lu and feeling strategically unable to complete the attack on Ba Shu. However, not long after, Liu Bei sent troops from Ba Shu to seize Hanzhong. After seizing Hanzhong, one could send troops from Hanzhong to march into "Guanzhong," that is, Shaanxi.

At this time, the People's Party already possessed Henan and controlled Shan County. Duan Qirui, who fled into Shanxi, not only controlled Shanxi but also controlled Shaanxi, Ningxia, and other places to a certain extent. For this last enemy, the Military Commission could now give directions just by drawing a map.

"Attacking Shanxi doesn't even need to go through the Eight Passes of Taihang; fighting all the way from Inner Mongolia is also a way."

"Attacking Shaanxi can go from Shan County to Tongguan, while another route goes through Hanzhong. Attacking from both sides, Duan Qirui will find it difficult to attend to both ends, which is a situation of catching a turtle in a jar."

"This is not just two routes, but at least five routes. Inner Mongolia, Hebei, and Hanzhong are three routes, and Henan divides troops into two routes to enter Shanxi and Shaanxi."

If Duan Qirui heard the discussion of the Central Revolutionary Committee of the People's Party, his nose would probably be crooked with anger. The main point of discussion was actually marching rather than fighting. The comrades of the Military Commission indeed considered it this way. If they could ensure the march, wherever the remnants of Beiyang intercepted and attacked, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would defeat them there. This was the natural consideration of the comrades.

Chen Ke didn't care too much about how to eliminate Duan Qirui. The problem he considered was further away, "Tibet, Xinjiang, Outer Mongolia. These regions are the most difficult challenges we face. The roads in these regions are rugged, supplies are difficult, and it involves the issue of recovering national territory."

It is very easy to expand territory on a map. If sitting in a comfortable conference room drinking tea and chatting, map expansion is even a great pleasure. But the troops on the front line are completely different. Tibet's plateau climate, harsh supply conditions; to go to Xinjiang, one has to pass through the Gobi Desert outside Lanzhou. As for Outer Mongolia, it was originally a place where the Golden Family of Inner Mongolia exiled criminals. If the climate were really pleasant and the water and grass lush, that place would not have been used as a place of exile no matter what. As for Nerchinsk and other places further north of the Outer Khingan Mountains, the climate is even worse than in the Northeast. What the soldiers of the troops have to face is by no means a relaxed and glorious march.

Chen Ke briefly explained these situations to the comrades. The faces of the comrades, who were inexplicably excited about recovering the main regions of China, also became calm. The frontier is the frontier because the environment in those places is indeed too harsh compared to the Central Plains.

The People's Party built railways extensively, dredged shipping, and built ships, passing through the Shu roads that were "harder than climbing to the blue sky" with extremely little resistance. Such facts indeed dulled the comrades' perception of difficulties quite a bit.

The commanders of the major military regions in the north also rushed back to attend the meeting this time. Chai Qingguo didn't speak at first. Seeing everyone fall silent temporarily, he suggested: "I think it's better to fully utilize the Beijing-Suiyuan Railway extended from Beijing-Zhangjiakou now, liberate Inner Mongolia first, and then march into Outer Mongolia."

"Then what about Duan Qirui?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Chai Qingguo replied: "Back then, Zhang Liang could disperse Xiang Yu's eight thousand soldiers by playing the flute. I think inducing Duan Qirui to surrender is also not bad."

"Inducing Duan Qirui to surrender? I think it's difficult." Hua Xiongmao was very skeptical about this.

Chai Qingguo smiled and replied: "If Duan Qirui doesn't surrender, his subordinates may not be willing to die with Duan Qirui. Now many Beiyang troops who fled into Shanxi with Duan Qirui have secretly run back to Hebei. As long as the propaganda is effective, I don't think the soldiers of the Beiyang Army are that firm."
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"Duan Qirui has caused quite a lot of harm in Shanxi. If he surrenders, we have to guarantee his personal safety at any rate. It would be better to fight into Shanxi, arrest him, and then behead him. That would be an explanation to the people, and an explanation to the brothers who rose up in the Boxer Rebellion before," Hua Xiongmao said to Chai Qingguo.

Wu Xingchen remained silent all the time. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, he couldn't help but speak up, "Minister Hua, the Boxer Rebellion ended after it failed. The current revolution has nothing to do with the Boxer Rebellion. Even if we don't let Duan Qirui go, so many soldiers from Hebei in the Beiyang Army are just obeying orders to eat. If we can make them surrender, it will be good for everyone. Even if we eliminate Duan Qirui, it is best to only eliminate Duan Qirui and his die-hard followers."

Hua Xiongmao actually wanted to fight. Although he was the Minister of Defense and in charge of military orders, the powers of the Ministry of Defense were increasingly divided by the Military Commission, the General Political Department, the General Staff, and the General Logistics Department. The Ministry of Defense was increasingly becoming a nominal institution. Facing such changes, Hua Xiongmao became more and more anxious. When he was anxious in his heart, he naturally became impetuous, and his gaffes in speech became more and more frequent.

However, the opinions of the Military Commission were easily unified. Everyone first asked Chen Ke how long the Russian Civil War in the north would roughly last. Chen Ke knew that historically, 1919 was a difficult stage for Comrade Lenin. At that time, he shouted to the Beiyang government at the time and began to fool the Beiyang government. But in this time and space, Chen Ke couldn't guarantee what would happen. The People's Party was too big a variable parameter. Speaking from a small point, historically, Russia also had an army composed of Chinese laborers in Russia, numbering tens of thousands. Due to the emergence of the People's Party, the phenomenon of Chinese people running to Russia to work on a large scale did not occur. Needless to say, this Chinese legion definitely could not appear in the battle sequence of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

Seeing Chen Ke hesitant, Hua Xiongmao simply asked: "Chairman Chen, when do you think we must reach the border line at the latest?"

Now Chen Ke had to answer: "At the latest, today next year."

"One year?" The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other. Based on clear strategic expectations, the opinions of the attackers easily reached a consensus, "Strive to solve Duan Qirui in half a year, and control the border line in half a year. And push the border line north to the position we desire."

"The problem of the frontier does not lie in fighting, but in whether it can be stabilized." Chen Ke had already let go and let the comrades of the Military Commission do it; he only managed strategic planning. In actual combat command now, Chen Ke believed that he could at most rank in the top one hundred.

"That means we still have to build railways?" For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this couldn't even be considered an idea; it was just the most common common sense.

During the break in the middle of the meeting, Hua Xiongmao found Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, I think Comrade Wu Xingchen can serve as the Minister of Defense now."

Chen Ke could understand Hua Xiongmao's thoughts. Among many high-ranking commanders, Hua Xiongmao's military achievements could be said to be the lowest. "Then what do you want to do?"

"Before I became the Minister of Defense, I was at most a division commander. I can still be a division commander," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"Zhenglan, you are cunning enough." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly, "I think you can be a corps commander."

Seeing that Chen Ke agreed with his idea, Hua Xiongmao immediately replied excitedly: "Corps commander or division commander is actually fine, but let me fight battles. Otherwise, sitting with everyone, I feel ashamed."

"How about going to Inner Mongolia?" Chen Ke asked.

"No problem." Hearing that there was finally a battle to fight, Hua Xiongmao immediately expressed agreement cheerfully.

As a result, after the break ended, Hua Xiongmao put forward his idea. Which comrade in the Military Commission was not a smart person? They understood what was going on as soon as they heard it. Wu Xingchen didn't want to be this Minister of Defense either; such a position with a big name but little actual work was really not attractive. He suggested: "How about we let Comrade Pu Guanshui be this Minister of Defense?"

As the commander of the Northeast Military Region, how could Pu Guanshui be interested in being the Minister of Defense? He immediately declined modestly: "I think Comrade Wu Xingchen or Comrade Chai Qingguo are very suitable. I am really not suitable."

A group of people refused to be the Minister of Defense. At this time, everyone remembered the benefits of others and began to recommend each other vigorously. Really unable to recommend, after seven or eight comrades recommended Xiong Mingyang, Xiong Mingyang simply proposed a nonsense suggestion in desperation, "Let's draw lots."

Chen Ke was so angry that he almost went up to kick Xiong Mingyang. Even if the position of Minister of Defense was not valued, it was not the turn to decide this position by drawing lots. Was this a group of warlords choosing a spokesperson, or an organized revolutionary army choosing a cadre?

Finally, Chen Ke suddenly thought of a good candidate, "Let's let Comrade Yan Fu be the Minister of Defense, right?"

This suggestion was immediately approved by everyone in the Military Commission. Yan Fu was currently rectifying the navy in Fuzhou and did not attend this meeting. Moreover, if Yan Fu became the Minister of Defense, besides having sufficient qualifications and prestige, it could also reassure the navy that defected from Beiyang, and could have a considerable positive effect on inducing the Beiyang Army to surrender in the future.

Hua Xiongmao got his wish and became a corps commander, responsible for the march into Inner Mongolia along the Beijing-Suiyuan line. Mu Husan prepared for the march into eastern Outer Mongolia and the Nerchinsk line, and Chai Qingguo was responsible for marching into Shanxi from the east. Before the military strike, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army implemented the final persuasion to surrender to the Beiyang Duan Qirui forces.

To persuade Duan Qirui to surrender, the best candidate was Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui might not be very loyal to Yuan Shikai, but he almost obeyed Wang Shizhen implicitly. At least when encountering trouble, he was still willing to listen to Wang Shizhen's advice. The Military Commission immediately telegraphed the comrades in Hebei to start persuading Wang Shizhen to help.

Li Runshi, the current acting Secretary of the Hebei Provincial Committee, immediately paid a visit in person.

Beijing was also engaging in large-scale construction now, fully building residential communities. The southern part of Beijing, mainly inhabited by the poor, had become a big construction site at this time, while the residential areas of those rich people in the north had not been touched for the time being. Wang Shizhen's home was in this area.

Although there was no time to engage in community construction, the neighborhood committee and the owners' committee had started construction anyway. When Li Runshi saw Wang Shizhen, the old man was sweeping the street with a big broom. According to the suggestion of the neighborhood committee, every family had to provide labor to sweep the street. At this time, the living standard of the masses was not high, and it was obviously not time to organize property management companies. Seeing Wang Shizhen sweeping the floor, Li Runshi admired him quite a bit. Wang Shizhen didn't sweep very cleanly, but Wang Shizhen swept every place on the street.

Li Runshi didn't care so much either. He picked up an idle broom next to him and joined the ranks of labor. The two obviously had a very consistent attitude towards sweeping the floor. Sweeping the hutong from this end to that end, there was no dead corner, nor any place swept very differently. After sweeping the first time, the two tacitly swept some places that needed sweeping again.

Wang Shizhen put away the broom and said to Li Runshi: "May I ask who this is..."

Li Runshi hurriedly replied: "I am Li Runshi, the current Secretary of the Hebei Provincial Committee."

"Oh." Wang Shizhen looked Li Runshi up and down before saying, "Please come inside to drink some water and rest."

After sitting down in the room, Li Runshi told Wang Shizhen his purpose directly. Wang Shizhen was not surprised either, "Chen Ke asked me, an old man, to persuade Duan Qirui to surrender. Is Chen Ke not afraid that Duan Qirui will resist stubbornly after knowing the news?"

Li Runshi explained: "If we persuade Duan Qirui to surrender directly, I'm afraid he will resist stubbornly. If Duke Wang is willing to come forward, those willing to fight will naturally still fight, but those who want to surrender will presumably surrender."

Wang Shizhen naturally knew the meaning in Li Runshi's words. He said politely: "I know your purpose. Let me think for three days. I will give you an answer in three days."

After Li Runshi left, Wang Shizhen closed the gate and sat under the eaves in the courtyard. He actually knew very clearly that if Duan Qirui did not surrender, he would definitely not have a good end. When Wang Shizhen advised Duan Qirui to withdraw to Shanxi, firstly he knew that Duan Qirui really had the heart to annex the world, and secondly, Wang Shizhen did not think the People's Party had such powerful strength.

However, as before, Wang Shizhen still misjudged the strategic direction of the People's Party. He originally thought that the People's Party would pursue Duan Qirui relentlessly, but unexpectedly, the People's Party let Duan Qirui go, turned to fight the Japanese in the Northeast, and drove Japan out of Northeast China.

Now, even if he still didn't like the People's Party, Wang Shizhen had to admit that the People's Party's magnanimity indeed had the appearance of an emperor. Similarly, Wang Shizhen also saw Chen Ke's consistent cunning and craftiness. Back then, after Cao Cao defeated Yuan Shao at Guandu, he did not wave his troops to march into Hebei. Instead, he waited for internal strife within Yuan Shao's group. After Yuan Shao died and Hebei was in chaos, Cao Cao easily took Hebei. Chen Ke was undoubtedly the same.

The People's Party first defeated Japan, colluded with the United States, and joined the Entente Powers. While solving the biggest external trouble, Duan Qirui's forces in the northwest had fallen into great chaos.

After fleeing to Shanxi, Duan Qirui originally thought that the People's Party would pursue victory, so he could only vigorously expand the army and prepare for war. As a result, the People's Party happened to stand still, and Duan Qirui soon fell into a financial crisis. The warlords of the northwestern provinces not only did not unite but, on the contrary, internal contradictions intensified. Fortunately, Duan Qirui was considered tough-handed. He suddenly waved his army into Shaanxi and seized control of Shaanxi. With the land of Shaanxi and Shanxi provinces, Duan Qirui could stabilize his situation.

Wang Shizhen saw clearly that the war between the People's Party and the Beiyang northwestern provinces had already determined the winner before it was fought. In terms of military strength, equipment, training, and even control over local areas, the People's Party completely overwhelmed Duan Qirui. If the People's Party really persuaded surrender, it would be a good opportunity for Duan Qirui and those people in Beiyang.

But some things still made Wang Shizhen feel uneasy. The killing of Cai Yuanpei had already shocked the world. Duan Qirui also had a lot of blood of the common people on his hands. If the People's Party pursued responsibility like they did with Cai Yuanpei, Duan Qirui would certainly have no reason to survive. Wang Shizhen was very worried about whether the People's Party would pardon Duan Qirui's crimes.
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Wang Shizhen was having a headache about Beiyang affairs at home when another visitor arrived. Former Beiyang Premier Xu Shichang paid a visit. The People's Party couldn't keep the Beiyang group in prison forever; that would be giving them too much credit.

After the formal founding of the nation, these people were temporarily released from imprisonment. People of Xu Shichang's level were only told that "they may not leave Beijing without application." In fact, quite a few high-ranking Beiyang officials fled Beijing privately, and the People's Party didn't take them seriously. There were also those who formally applied to leave Beijing. For example, former Vice Premier Tang Shaoyi applied to go to Wuhan to visit his daughter and son-in-law. The application was not only approved, but the People's Party also provided train tickets for Tang Shaoyi's family.

Xu Shichang prided himself on his status and refused to do things like escaping privately. having served in the Hanlin Academy, Xu Shichang also got a job as a consultant in the Literature and History Institute, receiving a not-small salary every month. So besides staying at home and participating in the compilation of literature and history at the institute, Xu Shichang also visited friends occasionally.

Wang Shizhen invited Xu Shichang to sit down and poured water. Xu Shichang said: "Pinqing, the People's Party asked me to lobby Duan Qirui to surrender. Have they approached you about this?"

"They have already talked to me." Wang Shizhen replied lightly.

"Then what is your intention, Pinqing?" Xu Shichang asked nervously.

Wang Shizhen still replied flatly: "I haven't thought it through yet, and even if I go to persuade Duan Qirui, I'm afraid he may not listen to me."

Xu Shichang said very seriously: "I think we can just write a letter to Duan Qirui casually. The People's Party has always been ruthless in doing things. How long has it been since Cai Yuanpei was killed? I'm afraid people from Beiyang will follow in Cai Jiemin's footsteps."

Even at this time, Xu Shichang was still as keen on fame and status as before, which made Wang Shizhen feel disgusted. If Xu Shichang hadn't persuaded him like this, Wang Shizhen would still be somewhat worried. After Xu Shichang's persuasion, Wang Shizhen felt that it would be better to seriously persuade Duan Qirui to surrender and be done with it. Duan Qirui himself certainly had ambition for fame, but that was because Duan Qirui himself had such a character. But Duan Qirui was surrounded by people like Xu Shichang. Being surrounded by such people, no matter how capable Duan Qirui was, he would only be burdened in vain.

Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen said: "Brother Juren, you are relatively familiar with Mr. Li Hongqi. Why don't we go ask Mr. Li for advice?"

Xu Shichang was stunned at first, then nodded repeatedly, "That's very good! That's very good!"

Li Hongqi was not at home. Because the school was building dormitories, he simply moved to live in the school. For the school, dormitories were a big deal. Plus the construction was urgent, working three shifts a day. Li Hongqi always felt uneasy if he didn't watch it with his own eyes.

After listening to the questions of the two former Beiyang big shots beside the construction site, Li Hongqi felt these two were too interesting. He laughed: "Do you two still think Duan Qirui can win?"

Even though he genuinely cared about Duan Qirui and some old Beiyang troops who fled to the northwest, Wang Shizhen was still amused by these words. Xu Shichang didn't have such a peaceful mentality; his brows were tightly knit.

Li Hongqi continued: "If you two think Duan Qirui can win, then you might as well continue fighting. If you think he can't win, what's the use of continuing to fight except for more people dying?"

Although Xu Shichang couldn't explain what was going on, he could see that Li Hongqi and Wang Shizhen's views were quite consistent. Instead, Xu Shichang became the minority among the three. He couldn't help arguing strongly: "If Chen Ke hadn't killed Cai Jiemin, I could still trust them. But he killed Cai Jiemin with such a charge. If Duan Qirui is sentenced with this charge, he will definitely not survive."

Li Hongqi originally didn't want to provoke trouble, but Xu Shichang's timid words made Li Hongqi quite disgusted. He simply said slowly with a contemplative look: "Duke Xu, I haven't met Duan Qirui. Is that Duan Qirui a person who clings to life and fears death?"

These words sounded simple, but the malice inside was sufficient. Although Wang Shizhen was not an emotional person, he guessed other people's thoughts very accurately. Hearing Li Hongqi's words, Wang Shizhen almost laughed out loud.

Xu Shichang himself was a Jinshi by origin and had always thought highly of himself, so he didn't hear Li Hongqi's meaning at first. He said strangely: "How could Duan Qirui be a person who clings to life and fears death?"

Li Hongqi said with a serious expression: "Since he is not a person who clings to life and fears death, presumably he is unwilling to suffer humiliation. If he surrenders, what is there to be afraid of? In the end, it's just death."

Xu Shichang was a big shot after all. After understanding Li Hongqi's meaning, he immediately shut his mouth and refused to speak again.

Without Xu Shichang's interference, Wang Shizhen opened his mouth and said: "Mr. Li, you are teaching here, and our disturbance is already presumptuous. We still hope you can point out a way for the Beiyang brothers with your compassionate heart. Please do not hesitate to enlighten us."

Li Hongqi knew that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan never liked to lie, let alone on such national affairs. Since they asked former Beiyang heavyweights to persuade surrender, there were certainly plans to deal with the situation where Duan Qirui refused to surrender, but they definitely wouldn't do things like killing prisoners. After pondering for a moment, he said: "At present, some people think the situation is still ambiguous, but I think the situation is already settled. Those people in the northwest cannot hold the old lands of pre-Qin."

Wang Shizhen replied: "Since they can't hold it, it's okay to surrender. But I don't know one thing: is Wenqing's offer of surrender real or fake?"

Li Hongqi closed his eyes and pondered again before saying: "Wenqing is not a person who holds grudges. But why didn't he mention surrender before? Of course, he was thinking of preparing for military unification in the future. Why does he want surrender now? It must also be because he feels that the Northwest issue must be resolved in a short time, and the fastest way is nothing other than surrender. I can't say this is a pie falling from the sky, but I feel it is a rare opportunity. If this opportunity is missed, there won't be a second time."

Wang Shizhen agreed quite a bit with Li Hongqi's judgment. He asked: "Then what does Mr. Li think Wenqing is plotting that makes him so anxious to use troops against the Northwest?"

"In my opinion, when the People's Party suddenly moves troops, the reason is never domestic but foreign. I think Wenqing's focus this time is probably not domestic, but foreign," Li Hongqi replied.

"Foreign?" Wang Shizhen was stunned. He originally thought that Chen Ke had already decided to attack the remnants of Beiyang, so he tried to use persuasion to surrender to divide and disintegrate the remnants of Beiyang first. However, Li Hongqi's statement immediately opened Wang Shizhen's train of thought. If the ultimate goal of the People's Party was not Beiyang but foreign countries... Russia immediately appeared in Wang Shizhen's mind.

The People's Party's newspapers also had international news sections, and there was also some news about the outbreak of civil war in Russia. Combining this news with the possibility that the People's Party was trying to march north taking advantage of the Russian civil war, Wang Shizhen easily made a strategic judgment. The People's Party must completely defeat the Beiyang remnants in the northwest and obtain stable control of the northwest before engaging in a full-scale war with Russia.

Now, Wang Shizhen's heart became even more conflicted. Regarding the infringement of China by European and American powers, other countries only demanded indemnities and established concessions. Britain only got Hong Kong Island from China, while Russia ceded territory. Being able to recover lost territory is the dream of any true Chinese soldier. Even for the Beiyang Army, a Chinese army that feared foreigners, high-ranking generals had also dreamed of reclaiming lost territories.

Wang Shizhen was unwilling to think too much about these things; he just knew that Beiyang was simply incapable. Now that there was finally a Chinese army that might achieve this ideal, it was impossible for Wang Shizhen not to be happy. However, if Beiyang was to be completely destroyed before achieving this ideal, Wang Shizhen inevitably hesitated again.

Li Hongqi didn't want to get entangled with these two people anymore. He said: "Gentlemen, I'm just a teacher. I'm also talking nonsense about national affairs, which shouldn't be taken seriously. The construction site is very busy now, and I can't keep you company talking anymore. Please go back first."

On the way back, Wang Shizhen's eyes were bright and he said nothing, while Xu Shichang pursed his lips, his anger not yet dissipated. Entering Wang Shizhen's house, Xu Shichang said: "What do you plan to do, Pinqing?"

Wang Shizhen did not answer this question directly, "Duan Qirui has a resolute character. If he wants others to help, he might treat worthy men with courtesy. If he is asked to work for others, that is by no means easy. So Duke Xu can do whatever he thinks."

Before Xu Shichang could understand, Wang Shizhen issued an eviction order, "I'm tired today, please go back first, Duke Xu."

Before the three days agreed with Li Runshi, the next day Wang Shizhen handed a letter to the comrade at the reception office of the Hebei Provincial Committee, asking him to forward the letter to Li Runshi. The letter was simply unsealed. The comrade at the reception office knew who Wang Shizhen was. Seeing that there was indeed a letter inside, he wanted to ask a few more questions, but saw that Wang Shizhen had already got up to leave.

Less than ten days later, this letter was delivered to Duan Qirui in Xi'an.

Seeing the familiar handwriting on the envelope, Duan Qirui couldn't help sighing. He had already received the notice of persuasion to surrender from the People's Party. Not only was the letter of persuasion sent directly to Duan Qirui, but the People's Party also posted notices extensively in Shaanxi, Shanxi, and other places. Just as the People's Party could post notices in Beijing when the Manchu Qing was still around, Duan Qirui knew that the People's Party had not relaxed the establishment of its intelligence system at all.

Wang Shizhen could become a famous figure in Beiyang because he had almost no personal desire for fame. Among the Beiyang generals full of personal desire for fame, Wang Shizhen was indeed a rare type who was strong without desire. Coupled with Wang Shizhen's outstanding ability, this was the reason why all the generals were convinced by Wang Shizhen. However, in the current situation, what Duan Qirui wanted most was Wang Shizhen's advice, yet what he feared most was also Wang Shizhen's advice.

Duan Qirui knew that Wang Shizhen could always solve problems, but the way to solve problems was always too fair. In the Yuan Shikai era, solving problems fairly could stabilize Yuan Shikai's rule, but it was by no means a good thing for Duan Qirui. Even without reading the letter, Duan Qirui could think that Wang Shizhen's suggestion must be the best way to solve the problem, but not the way to maximize Duan Qirui's interests.

Things turned out just as Duan Qirui thought. Wang Shizhen suggested that Duan Qirui negotiate with the People's Party on the condition of signing a peace agreement. The northwestern provinces would recognize the leadership of the People's Party and strive for limited local autonomy as much as possible.

Duan Qirui shook his head slightly and put the letter back on the table. Compared with humiliating "surrender," limited local autonomy was already a huge improvement. Up to now, Duan Qirui no longer fantasized about being able to raise troops immediately to overthrow the People's Party and obtain ruling power over the whole of China. However, the current situation in the northwest at least still had mountains and rivers as barriers and possessed vast territory. From this perspective, limited local autonomy was actually not much different from surrender, just the difference between dying early or late. If destruction was inevitable, Duan Qirui still hoped to go through a convincing war, rather than bowing his head and admitting defeat so cowardly.

The war between Beiyang and the People's Party left Duan Qirui with the impression of the word "cowardly." In every war, the Beiyang Army was finished without being able to fully exert its strength. If they hadn't fallen into an extremely disadvantageous situation before the war time and again, but both sides could deploy their formations and fight freely. Just like the battle in the Northeast bragged about by the People's Party, the Chinese and Japanese armies crashed head-on and then fought bloody battles. If it were such a war, even if Duan Qirui lost, he would feel that he had done his best, at least losing clearly.

Even knowing that making the enemy unable to exert full strength is also a kind of combat ability, as the side unable to exert strength every time, the depression in Duan Qirui's heart was really indescribable.

Holding such hostility and personal emotions, Duan Qirui quickly began to mobilize troops to strengthen the defense of Shanxi and Shaanxi, and expanded conscription. No matter how hard he tried, from a strategic point of view, what Duan Qirui did could only be described by the word "wait." This approach was no different from Beiyang and Chiang Kai-shek (Baldy).

The People's Party never waited. The war philosophy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was completely inherited from that army in history with a strong offensive spirit. Although the main strength of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been placed on infrastructure construction for two years, from the placement of troops to the training of troops, preparations for marching were being made.

Just a few days after the notice of persuasion to surrender was sent to Duan Qirui, Hua Xiongmao, who had stepped down from the post of Minister of Defense, rushed to Zhangjiakou day and night. There was not just a corps there, but a reinforced infantry corps incorporated with two cavalry divisions. The opponent of this force was Xu Shuzheng, who was deployed in Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia.

Every Beiyang warlord received a letter of persuasion to surrender, but the People's Party had no illusions about them at all. These Beiyang warlords might have been called "Military Governors" when under Yuan Shikai, but once Yuan Shikai died, they were now completely a group of warlords. No matter how these people viewed themselves, what they could truly rely on was only the army in their hands. With an army, they were local kings; without an army, they were nothing. These guys had completely become a group of warlords. To deal with warlords who only knew how to rely on force, only force could make them face reality.

"Since Xu Shuzheng doesn't surrender, we have no need to wait any longer. No amount of negotiation is useful." After all, having stayed in the central government for more than ten years, leaving aside military command ability, Hua Xiongmao's understanding of politics was profound enough. "Launch an attack on Xu Shuzheng."

On August 20, 1918, the news that Xu Shuzheng's troops were completely wiped out at the border of Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia reached Duan Qirui.
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"Yo! General Xu, I've heard of you for a long time, and finally meet you today." Hua Xiongmao stood up and smiled as he watched Xu Shuzheng being brought into the headquarters in handcuffs.

Xu Shuzheng just snorted and did not answer. He actually knew long ago that Hua Xiongmao was an "old rebel bandit" in the People's Party, but this was indeed the first time he had seen him.

Hua Xiongmao looked Xu Shuzheng up and down. Having worked with Chen Ke for more than ten years, Hua Xiongmao had never seen Chen Ke issue orders based on personal emotions. However, before Hua Xiongmao took up his post this time, Chen Ke rarely talked to Hua Xiongmao about Xu Shuzheng. The People's Party had special files on all Beiyang generals, and after capturing most Beiyang officials, these files became even more numerous. According to the records, Yuan Shikai once commented on Xu Shuzheng: "Youzheng (Xu Shuzheng) also has some talent. If he follows the right path, he can be expected to go far. But he is arrogant and self-righteous, offending too many people."

Hua Xiongmao naturally did not know that Chen Ke was moved by compassion because Xu Shuzheng had the merit of recovering Outer Mongolia "in history." Seeing Xu Shuzheng's arrogant demeanor even after being captured, what Hua Xiongmao recalled was Chen Ke's evaluation of Xu Shuzheng, "If a person has some ability, in Beiyang he must be sharp-edged, overly arrogant, bold and daring, and making too many enemies. We cannot set any precedent for Xu Shuzheng; there are quite a few such comrades in our People's Party. Xu Shuzheng definitely has a way to court death, but if we can avoid killing him, let's not kill him. However, if he deserves to be killed, there is no need to let him go."

Asking Xu Shuzheng to sit down first, Hua Xiongmao said straightforwardly: "General Xu, I have a question. Do you think you have a reason not to die?"

Xu Shuzheng originally thought that Hua Xiongmao wanted to persuade him to surrender, but he didn't expect such an intimidating question right from the start. Just as he wanted to get angry, he calmed down quickly. He suddenly grinned, "I have killed countless people. If you want to find a reason to kill me, it is very easy."

Hua Xiongmao laughed: "Killed countless people? Let's not brag about this. Is it that you can't count yourself, or that you killed many people? I think General Xu is probably just the former."

Mocked by Hua Xiongmao like this, Xu Shuzheng just sneered and stopped talking.

Hua Xiongmao continued: "In war, you kill me and I kill you; this is duty. I will never kill you because of this. As for your hostility to our People's Party, it is not a capital crime either. As for you drinking soldiers' blood (embezzling soldiers' pay) and taking empty pay, these are all your Beiyang affairs; we won't use these reasons to kill you."

"Hmph! Since you say these reasons are not the cause for killing me, then I, Xu, have no reason to be killed." Xu Shuzheng sneered.

Hua Xiongmao smiled slightly, "Then let me ask you something. In Guisui, you ordered the killing of sixteen common people who refused to pay taxes. This happened, right? Do you think you should pay with your life?"

Hearing this, Xu Shuzheng immediately flew into a rage, "Resisting tax payment, why can't they be killed? Hasn't your People's Party killed such people?"

"Not a single one." Hua Xiongmao stared into Xu Shuzheng's eyes and answered seriously, "Our People's Party never kills for money, and never kills common people. I haven't even mentioned your Beiyang Army looting common people along the way during the march. I can tell you responsibly that here with us, officers and soldiers robbing along the way are punishable by death. No one has ever escaped punishment after doing such a thing. In the more than ten years since our army was founded, several such incidents have occurred, and all participants were shot."

Whether a person is lying can be seen from their eyes and expressions. Xu Shuzheng looked into Hua Xiongmao's eyes, but saw no sign of lying from Hua Xiongmao. After confronting for a long time, Xu Shuzheng said: "So the People's Party insists on killing me."

"So I asked you first, do you think you have a reason not to die." Hua Xiongmao said seriously.

Xu Shuzheng said loudly: "Because I didn't surrender, you want to kill one to warn a hundred?"

"Your logic is flawed!" Hua Xiongmao couldn't help correcting, "We persuade surrender. What is the condition for persuasion to surrender? That is, if there is no personal blood debt, we will not kill him. You killed people because of government affairs; this does not belong to personal blood debt, so it is not within the scope of deserving to be killed. But if you don't surrender, the basis for not killing naturally doesn't exist. One thing is one thing."

For the People's Party, Chen Ke had been instilling the modern concept of governing the country that everyone is equal before the law for more than ten years, so Hua Xiongmao was very clear about this logically. For Xu Shuzheng, his thinking was still the traditional thinking mode of "good people and bad people." Good people have the right to receive different treatment, and bad people can be executed even without committing crimes. And power is the highest criterion for determining good and bad people. Plus, although Xu Shuzheng was a warrior, he learned to read at 3, could write poetry at 7, passed the county level imperial exam at 13, and became a stipend student at 17, known as a child prodigy, so he could not accept this concept of the People's Party even more.

"After all is said and done, you still want to kill me, Xu." Xu Shuzheng sneered.

Hua Xiongmao was also a bit annoyed. He sighed and said: "You are just illogical. If I wanted to kill you, why would I waste these words with you? Just lock you up first, wait until Yulin is liberated, and open the court. Naturally, someone will sue you, then try you according to the law, and finally sentence you. Why do I waste my breath with you? Do I get a sense of accomplishment by making you bow your head and admit guilt? I am a lazy person, and matters of the judiciary are not within my scope of interference. So I ask you one last time, do you think you have a reason not to die."

Although Xu Shuzheng still couldn't understand and accept the thinking of the People's Party, he at least understood one thing: Hua Xiongmao was neither trying to show off his power nor doing it for fun. I'm afraid it was really as Hua Xiongmao said, looking for a reason why Xu Shuzheng could not die. No one wants to die. Even if he felt great humiliation, Xu Shuzheng couldn't help considering the reason why he could not die.

After thinking for a good while, Xu Shuzheng finally replied: "If according to your People's Party's standard for killing people, I indeed have no reason not to die." After saying this, a bleak smile appeared on Xu Shuzheng's face, "But after I die, I have an unfinished wish. In the past few years, I have planned the strategy for recovering Outer Mongolia, which is almost finished now. Since you have fought the Japanese, presumably you are not afraid of the Russian hairy ones. If you have the guts to fight the Russians, you might as well take that strategy and use it."

Hua Xiongmao originally really wanted to kill Xu Shuzheng and be done with it. It wasn't that he had any opinion on Xu Shuzheng, but between letting Xu Shuzheng go and not letting Xu Shuzheng go, Hua Xiongmao believed that executing Xu Shuzheng would be more beneficial to Chen Ke. However, hearing Xu Shuzheng's words, Hua Xiongmao felt that Chen Ke was quite prescient. After Beiyang fled to the northwest, they had no enterprising spirit. Xu Shuzheng's original intention to recover Outer Mongolia was probably to expand Beiyang's territory. Regardless of what his original intention was, if there was really such a plan, then this person's backbone was quite extraordinary.

"This is the reason why you can not die." Hua Xiongmao said, "If a person has at least the thought and effort to be loyal to the country, we still have to give a policy and a way out."

Xu Shuzheng's last words were actually half true and half false. Although he did make preparations to recover Outer Mongolia, this plan was only a plan. Limited by the strength of the Beiyang remnants, Xu Shuzheng completely relied on his personal ability to operate this matter, and whether it could be achieved was still uncertain. The reason he said this was also largely due to the thought of mocking Hua Xiongmao.

Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao seemed indifferent to other things about Xu Shuzheng, but upon hearing that Xu Shuzheng tried to recover national territory, he actually praised him greatly, which made Xu Shuzheng feel that there was something tricky in it.

Xu Shuzheng looked at Hua Xiongmao for a long time before saying slowly: "I am only planning, and it is uncertain whether it can be done. If you think my planning will definitely work, you are overestimating me, Xu."

Hua Xiongmao replied calmly: "There are many external factors regarding whether it can be done, but whether to do it or not is a personal attitude. Just this attitude proves that you are still a true patriot, knowing that meat has to rot in one's own pot. Can you show me this material?"

Xu Shuzheng naturally did not lie. In order to march into Outer Mongolia, he had accumulated a lot of materials. Plus dictating his plan, the whole verification was very convenient.

In fact, Xu Shuzheng's method was not very exquisite. Due to the "October Revolution" in Russia, the Outer Mongolian princes and nobles headed by Jebtsundamba lost their backer, so they decided to return to China to maintain their own interests. Xu Shuzheng had already contacted Outer Mongolia. He planned to lead two infantry brigades and one cavalry regiment to march out of the pass and advance towards Urga (Kulun). At the same time, invite large merchant groups such as Shanxi merchants to various parts of Outer Mongolia to promote the economic construction of Outer Mongolia through commerce. Then find a way to put the "Premier of the Cabinet" of the puppet regime of Outer Mongolia, Badamdorj, as well as the princes and the Living Buddha Jebtsundamba under house arrest.

Hua Xiongmao quite appreciated this plan which could almost be described as adventurous. Compared with the Beiyang remnants, the People's Party was far superior in manpower and material resources. However, there was one thing that was not superior, that was the connections in Inner and Outer Mongolia.

The biggest reason why Chen Ke didn't want to use troops against the northwest immediately back then was that the People's Party lacked internal cadres, and a large number of systems were still vacant and urgently needed construction. Another reason was that the People's Party had no influence in the northwest. As the saying goes, "no discord, no concord." From a dialectical point of view, this fighting was also a process of deepening understanding and testing the bottom line. If entering the northwest with a brand-new system, the contradiction between the People's Party and the old system would immediately become the main contradiction in the northwest.

If the situation hadn't developed well, and the People's Party coveted Shu after getting Long (insatiable desire), hoping to take the opportunity to recover the old territory ceded by Russia, the military action against the northwest would have had to be delayed for a while longer.

After discussing with Xu Shuzheng and some captured Beiyang officials in Inner and Outer Mongolia, Hua Xiongmao reached a consensus with them. Pardon the crimes of Beiyang personnel in the Mongolian region who were willing to rise up and surrender, including Xu Shuzheng, and these people would join the military action of the People's Party to recover Outer Mongolia.

Originally, Xu Shuzheng wanted the Shanxi merchant groups to contribute money and effort to promote the economy of Outer Mongolia. Now the People's Party shouldered the economic construction entirely. The troops Xu Shuzheng originally wanted to mobilize had been defeated, so the troops of the People's Party naturally became the only military force. What Xu Shuzheng and the others had to do was to use their connections to assist the People's Party in completing the modified Xu Shuzheng plan and bring Outer Mongolia back to the embrace of the motherland.

Xu Shuzheng and the Beiyang Outer Mongolian officials originally had limited enthusiasm for this change. After all, this had a flavor of making wedding clothes for others. However, learning from Hua Xiongmao that the People's Party's plan was far more than this, and recovering Outer Mongolia was only a link in the People's Party's recovery of old lands, Xu Shuzheng and others immediately became enthusiastic.

If they only completed the plan to recover Outer Mongolia, Xu Shuzheng and others would be nothing more than a group of surrendered generals who clung to life and feared death. If they could work hard to recover old lands, Xu Shuzheng and others would be true national heroes. For their own current interests and reputation for generations to come, there was no need to make any "difficult choice" about where to go.

Having settled this matter, Hua Xiongmao was also very happy. Originally, he thought Chen Ke might have some connection with Xu Shuzheng's family. Now he had to suspect what kind of little trick Chen Ke was playing. Hua Xiongmao had been watching from the sidelines in many domestic and foreign wars of the People's Party. Now being able to shoulder such an unprecedented heavy responsibility was an excellent opportunity to establish Hua Xiongmao's military fame.

Thus, the military plan was sent to the Military Commission of the People's Party at high speed. Upholding the tradition of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's strong offensive spirit, Hua Xiongmao also began to make intensive preparations.

With Xu Shuzheng and others acting as the leading party, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defeated the troops sent by Duan Qirui to intercept, and quickly liberated the entire Suiyuan. The captured soldiers naturally surrendered. After screening the captured officers, those within the scope of salvation also cheerfully surrendered after being persuaded by the "risen" Xu Shuzheng and others.

In the process of working together with the People's Party, this group of people discovered that the People's Party indeed did things very differently from Beiyang and even the Manchu Qing. Apart from the factor of having money, the People's Party gave Beiyang two strongest feelings. One was that the People's Party from top to bottom was really not greedy for money, and the second was that the People's Party really knew how to spend money.

Just like the wool business, the price of wool on the grassland was very low, plus the processing technology was very poor, so it was actually not easy to do. The People's Party's handling method was completely different from the bandit-like method of setting up checkpoints to collect fees. Merchant caravans composed of troops moved back and forth on the grassland, propagating the existence of the People's Party merchant caravans whenever they met herdsmen.

Due to the good firepower and large numbers of the troops, they were not afraid of large or small groups of horse bandits. And in transactions, the People's Party's method was even more peculiar. In addition to the normal transaction of exchanging wool for daily necessities, the People's Party actually used wool products to exchange for wool. Sweaters, woolen gloves, woolen hats, sheepskin jackets, sheepskin boots, and even felt for building yurts were exchanged. The exchange ratio was about 1.5 to 1.

Xu Shuzheng was greatly puzzled by this obviously losing business, "Commander Hua, do you have nowhere to use your excess money? Why do you want to let these Mongols get off cheaply?"

Hua Xiongmao explained: "How is this called letting Mongols get off cheaply? If the Mongol compatriots don't know that their worthless things can be exchanged for these good things, how can they be sincerely willing to expand business with us?"

Xu Shuzheng seemed to understand but not fully understand. Hua Xiongmao had to explain further: "Do you think our commodities are much better than the products produced on the grassland itself?"

"This is natural!" Xu Shuzheng absolutely had this minimum insight.

Hua Xiongmao continued to explain: "Since the Mongol compatriots see this fact, they can understand that the products on the grassland need our processing technology to become so good, and they will have a demand for us."

Xu Shuzheng thought for a while and raised a new question, "What if they want to get these technologies from us, and then they start this production themselves?"

Hua Xiongmao felt that Xu Shuzheng was really smart to be able to see this step. He laughed: "To learn our things, they have to be able to speak Chinese, write Chinese characters, and accept Han culture education and production methods. If the Mongol compatriots on the grassland learn all these, they will be Han people. How good is that."

Xu Shuzheng was also called a child prodigy since childhood. He never expected Hua Xiongmao to think this way. Dumbfounded and stunned for a long time, Xu Shuzheng didn't know what he should say.
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On October 4, 1918, the news of the loss of Hanzhong finally made Duan Qirui understand what it meant to be besieged on all sides (Four-sided Chu song). Within two months, Xu Shuzheng was first captured and then defected. Suiyuan Province was lost, and Hanzhong was taken by the People's Party. Similar to his previous experiences of being hostile to the People's Party, before Duan Qirui could exert his strength, he was already struggling. The People's Party, occupying Shan County, gathered heavy troops and glared like a tiger. If troops were mobilized at this time to recapture Hanzhong or Suiyuan, let alone whether it could be done, firstly, the troops guarding Tongguan would be weakened, and Xi'an would also have to play the empty city stratagem. If Tongguan were captured by the People's Party, the gate of Shaanxi would be completely open. Duan Qirui was not arrogant enough to think he still had the slightest chance of winning at this time.

If confronting the People's Party at Tongguan, the result would be letting the People's Party wreak havoc in other places. Since Suiyuan had been taken down, other areas were completely unstable. After a large number of former Beiyang people defected to the People's Party, some also communicated with Duan Qirui with good intentions or other thoughts, so Duan Qirui had a clear understanding this time that the People's Party did not march south on a large scale after occupying Suiyuan. The goal of the People's Party was not him, Duan Qirui, but Outer Mongolia and Xinjiang. Instead of using troops in Guanzhong where the roads were difficult, it was more convenient to take the Beijing-Zhangjiakou line which was already there and the Beijing-Suiyuan line which would likely be open to traffic within half a year.

The People's Party still occupied the moral high ground of the nation this time. As long as they could successfully recover the old lands, any attack by Duan Qirui on the People's Party in this process would be enough to nail Duan Qirui to the pillar of shame in history. Duan Qirui could absolutely not escape the reputation of a traitor. Even if Duan Qirui stood still, after the People's Party completed its strategic goals, it could easily turn back and eliminate Duan Qirui. After the People's Party eliminated Duan Qirui, putting the title of traitor on Duan Qirui would be a piece of cake.

At this time, Duan Qirui deeply regretted not listening to Wang Shizhen's advice two months ago. If he had been willing to negotiate with the People's Party then, even if he couldn't gain the initiative, at least he would have had more opportunities. Like in the Beiyang era, Duan Qirui still stubbornly believed that the goal of the People's Party was the northwest, to launch a civil war, and did not expect that the People's Party actually intended to target Russia, to launch a foreign war.

Back then, the People's Party relied on fighting the Germans in Qingdao and the Japanese in the Northeast. Through the victory of foreign wars, it quickly gained the support of public opinion. Even the literati who opposed the People's Party most at most dared to question the People's Party's domestic policies and dared not mention the People's Party's foreign wars at all. The reason why a large group of people who were quite dissatisfied with the People's Party dared not or were unwilling to oppose the People's Party was also because the People's Party won every battle in foreign wars.

Now even Duan Qirui's die-hard follower Xu Shuzheng had surrendered to the People's Party. As a traitor, he actually got the title of "Uprising General." It was as if Xu Shuzheng had always been wearing the same pair of pants as the People's Party. This was inevitably too ridiculous.

Duan Qirui began to seriously consider Wang Shizhen's suggestion, at least to conduct political negotiations with the People's Party first. As long as political negotiations started, at least there would be no military conflict between the two sides for the time being. With Yuan Shikai's lesson from the past, it was really too difficult for Duan Qirui to make this determination.

After agreeing to the autonomy of associated provinces back then, the People's Party immediately grew big. The period of peace indeed gave Beiyang a chance to recuperate, but compared with the fierce expansion of the People's Party's power, this peace could even be said to be aiding the enemy. Now the People's Party was already so powerful and had inserted its hands into the northwest. Duan Qirui firmly believed that even if peace could be achieved temporarily this time, when this peace ended, it would be the time when the People's Party seized the entire China.

After fighting with the People's Party for more than ten years, Duan Qirui felt for the first time that he really couldn't hold on anymore.

Regardless of what he thought in his heart, Duan Qirui had to maintain calm at least on the surface. Whenever a subordinate tried to talk to Duan Qirui about this matter, Duan Qirui would coldly refuse to let the subordinate continue. Duan Qirui knew very well that his subordinates followed him for glory and wealth. Before reaching the end of the rope, these people would abandon Duan Qirui without hesitation. This was also an important reason why Duan Qirui refused to accept Wang Shizhen's advice.

It never rains but it pours. While Duan Qirui was contemplating, Wu Peifu strode into Duan Qirui's office with an anxious look, "Premier Duan, Tongguan reported back that dozens of brothers ran to the People's Party under the cover of night yesterday."

Duan Qirui dared not proclaim himself president, but assumed the post of Premier of the Cabinet himself. No one else dared to be this president either, so Duan Qirui commanded the northwest as Premier.

Before Duan Qirui could reply, Wu Peifu continued: "The Tongguan commander asked us for military pay again!"

Duan Qirui shot a gaze full of anger from his eyes, as if wanting to penetrate the distance between Xi'an and Tongguan and burn that incompetent commander to death. In the past month, almost every day soldiers fled to the People's Party side. The commander of the Tongguan garrison had no other way but to spend money, just watching people run away every day.

But the anger was only momentary. Duan Qirui stood up, put his hands behind his back, and began to pace back and forth in the room. The treasury in Xi'an had bottomed out and couldn't take out any money at all. The Shanxi Chamber of Commerce had also been extorted by Duan Qirui almost completely, and all mobilizable financial resources had been completely exhausted. If there was no money to pay the army, using strict military discipline would only incite mutiny.

After walking for a while, Duan Qirui said to Wu Peifu: "Go find Sun Yongsheng."

Wu Peifu was stunned. As Chen Ke's "uncle," since He Qian passed away, Sun Yongsheng actually had no kinship with Chen Ke anymore. But this former kinship still made Sun Yongsheng quite embarrassed in the Beiyang Army all along. However, since Sun Yongsheng could follow Duan Qirui to Shanxi, this had already demonstrated his loyalty to Beiyang. Moreover, killing Sun Yongsheng would be meaningless, so Duan Qirui arranged an idle job for Sun Yongsheng. Now at such a desperate stage, Duan Qirui called Sun Yongsheng over. Wu Peifu already felt an unsettling taste. However, Wu Peifu did not refuse this order, just saluted simply and went out.

Duan Qirui walked a few more circles and stopped in front of the map. Until now, as the Premier of the Cabinet, he nominally controlled provinces such as Shaanxi, Shanxi, Ningxia, Qinghai, Xinjiang, and Tibet, but only nominally. Ningxia, Qinghai, and Xinjiang had long been virtually independent, completely controlled by local warlords. Tibet Province had never had any official contact with Duan Qirui. As long as Duan Qirui lost Shanxi and Shaanxi, he would be finished.

Sun Yongsheng came quickly. When he entered the door, Duan Qirui was still standing quietly in front of the map. Duan Qirui was not fat, and worrying day and night these days made him much thinner. Seeing Duan Qirui's thin back, Sun Yongsheng felt an inexplicable sadness. After Yuan Shikai died, the Beiyang government in Beijing collapsed, and the golden age of Beiyang ended. More than two years later, the People's Party pressed forward step by step, and everyone in Beiyang felt panic before the end came.

At present, only Duan Qirui personally could unite the Beiyang Army and barely keep this group in existence. When Wu Peifu told Sun Yongsheng that Duan Qirui called him over, Sun Yongsheng was indeed anxious in his heart.

"Yongsheng, sit down." Duan Qirui said as he turned around.

Sun Yongsheng dared not disobey the order, but only dared to sit on the stool with half a buttock.

Duan Qirui sat back in his seat and then slowly said to Sun Yongsheng: "Yongsheng, I want you to go and pass a message to the People's Party."

These words made Sun Yongsheng's body stiffen immediately. Mentioning the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng felt uncomfortable all over. He said with a dry throat: "I wonder what Premier Duan wants this subordinate to say."

"I want to negotiate peace with them." Duan Qirui finally said what he least wanted to say.

"This... there are so many people in our Beiyang; anyone can be sent." Sun Yongsheng's heart beat very fast. As a middle-level officer, even an awkwardly positioned middle-level officer, Sun Yongsheng knew the current situation of Beiyang. Many officers who originally didn't want to have much contact with Sun Yongsheng had recently started to invite Sun Yongsheng to drink often. Although the place they could go was just to eat mutton soup, a meal of this level in Beijing could only be called eating, but in Xi'an, it was already a very "high-end" pastime.

When eating together, many people also mentioned Sun Yongsheng's identity. Now it was not mockery, but heartfelt envy. Thanks to Beiyang's propaganda and the People's Party's own political propaganda, both the speakers and the listeners knew that the People's Party was not a political organization that practiced "when a man gets to the top, all his friends and relations get there with him." The reason for saying this was simply because Sun Yongsheng still had a way out at any rate. The Beiyang troops who followed Duan Qirui to the northwest had been promoted, but they were far from getting rich. The reason why everyone didn't disband was only because they didn't know where to make a living after disbanding.

The people below were extremely confused about the future, yet the upper-level Duan Qirui actually wanted to "negotiate peace" with the People's Party. Sun Yongsheng's heart was filled with strong anxiety at this time.

"Negotiating peace is not surrendering. I want to maintain the situation of associated provincial autonomy for Shanxi and Shaanxi provinces." Duan Qirui explained, but his voice was not so confident.

"This subordinate still feels it is inappropriate for this subordinate to go." Sun Yongsheng still didn't want to wade into this muddy water.

Duan Qirui kept a straight face, "Yongsheng, if I ask you to go, you just go. Now there are so many brothers who are uneasy in their hearts. As long as you can go and come back, everyone will naturally have confidence. In fact, for so long, I have always trusted you. At this point, you are the most suitable candidate to pass messages with the People's Party."

Sun Yongsheng also knew that Duan Qirui treated him well. Listening to Duan Qirui's meaning, it was impossible to refuse. Sun Yongsheng stood up, "The Premier orders this subordinate to go, so this subordinate will go. This trip will absolutely not disappoint the Premier's expectations."

"That's right!" Duan Qirui said to Sun Yongsheng in an encouraging tone.

Although the news that Sun Yongsheng was going to pass messages to the People's Party was considered "confidential information," given the current level of Duan Qirui's organization, this secret could not be kept for long at all. Before Sun Yongsheng set off, several groups of people privately approached Sun Yongsheng to inquire about news. After sending these people away with difficulty, Sun Yongsheng embarked on the journey under the protection of a group of guards.

The journey was not long, starting from Xi'an and ending in Shan County. As a messenger rather than a negotiator, Sun Yongsheng only needed to make this round trip. When he arrived at Tongguan and passed outside the military camp, Sun Yongsheng's only feeling was a chill in his heart. Logically speaking, Tongguan at this time should be heavily guarded and full of war atmosphere. However, although there were many troops and many military camps, it gave a deserted feeling. It seemed that there was nothing left in Tongguan except military camps. No soldiers could be seen, and no noise of drilling could be heard.

Some of the defenders responsible for the pass at Tongguan knew Sun Yongsheng. They looked at Sun Yongsheng with eyes full of surprise. If it weren't for many people following Sun Yongsheng, they would probably have come up to ask at this time. Sun Yongsheng saw that the complexion of these people guarding the checkpoint was not very good, and their attitude was even more casual. As if this was not a battlefield at all. Judging militarily, not to mention the fierce People's Party, if the hostile party were Sun Yongsheng, he would also dare to boldly lead troops to charge over. Judging from the situation seen before his eyes, Sun Yongsheng felt that the Beiyang Army of the Yuan Shikai era would have at least an 80% chance of winning against the current group of Beiyang Army.

Leaving Tongguan and arriving in Shan County, Sun Yongsheng immediately felt a familiar army feeling. Those formations, those soldiers, all looked vigorous. As for those barbed wire fences, wooden fences, and tall watchtowers, just looking at them made Sun Yongsheng lose the thought of attacking. Without powerful firepower to destroy these military facilities, no matter how many people came up, it would be sending them to death.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treated the envoy with the same rigor and politeness, asked Sun Yongsheng's purpose, accepted the letters and documents brought by Sun Yongsheng, and arranged for Sun Yongsheng and his party to stay. The next afternoon, they invited Sun Yongsheng over for a talk.

"If the Northwest and Tibet can formally recognize the leadership of the Central Government, accept officials dispatched by the Central Government, gradually adopt unified judicial and administrative systems in various places, accept the reorganization of the army by the Central Government, and obey the orders of the Central Government in the military actions to be taken by the Central Government, we can accept peace talks." The Tongguan Commander said.

Sun Yongsheng calculated these conditions in his heart; no matter how he listened, it was almost the same as surrendering. He dared not promise anything, just simply said: "Does your side have an official document for the requirements?"

The Tongguan Commander pushed a document stapled with a few sheets of paper in front of Sun Yongsheng, "All our requirements are on it. You can take it back for Duan Qirui to see."

As a messenger, the task is to deliver the message. After getting the reply from the People's Party, Sun Yongsheng immediately returned. The Tongguan checkpoint was still guarded by those people. seeing that Sun Yongsheng and others actually came back, their eyes showed a little enthusiasm besides astonishment. Sun Yongsheng even heard someone shouting to others: "Old Sun is back! Old Sun is back! I won the bet!"

It seems these people were really afraid that I would run away. Sun Yongsheng thought helplessly. Is my conduct as Sun Yongsheng really that bad?

But on second thought, Duan Qirui himself also said that as long as Sun Yongsheng could come back after going, the Beiyang brothers would have confidence. Even Sun Yongsheng, who had the most options for retreat, didn't choose to defect to the People's Party, so what were others anxious about?

Sun Yongsheng felt quite sad that Beiyang had to use such a method to stimulate military morale. He came back this time, but if he really ran to the People's Party and didn't come back, what would happen to the Beiyang Army?
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After taking office as the Minister of Defense, Yan Fu found that the Ministry of Defense had been cut down to just the position of the Minister of Defense. And the most interesting thing was that in the documents Yan Fu received, the position of Minister of Defense even ranked below the Standing Committee Member of the Central Military Commission of the Chinese People's Party. There are no walls in the world that wind does not pass through; Yan Fu heard that Xiong Mingyang had even proposed drawing lots to decide the Minister of Defense. Since the Central Military Commission and the Ministry of Defense were already one team with two signboards, the Minister of Defense had become an external institution. This position thus became a title to compare seniority and level of foreign exchange. This was actually a true recognition of Yan Fu's ability.

This time Chen Ke invited Yan Fu back to Wuhan to discuss work. Yan Fu didn't care about his so-called reputation at all; whether adding a title of Minister of Defense was no longer important to Yan Fu. What Yan Fu cared about most was that in October 1918, the international situation for the navy had suddenly become severe.

Upon seeing Chen Ke, Yan Fu first asked about the central government's heavy industry plan, including the shipbuilding industry.

Chen Ke laughed: "Does Mr. Yan feel that our industrial development is too slow?"

Yan Fu shook his head slightly. The industrial construction of the Manchu Qing had basically fallen into the hands of the People's Party by now, and this precious wealth had expanded sharply under the management of the People's Party. However, no matter how China's industry expanded, the overly thin accumulation was not enough to satisfy Yan Fu's expectations. As a great scholar and a navy expert, Yan Fu knew very well that the process of accumulation and construction could not be avoided at all. But as an ordinary human being, even knowing that his thoughts were inevitably too hasty, he could not suppress his desire for his dreams.

"Wenqing, I am already 65 years old this year. Originally, at this age, I shouldn't have such high aspirations. It's rare for a person to live to seventy since ancient times, and I don't know if I can live to that day. But I just want to see three things before I die: a 10,000-ton ship built by China itself, China recovering Korea, and China recovering all the lost old lands from Russia. If I can see these three things before I die, I will die without regrets."

"Aren't the ships commissioned by the United States almost finished?" Chen Ke laughed.

Yan Fu replied: "But our war with Japan is also imminent. The World War is about to end; how many years will the Sino-Japanese War take? One year? Two years?"

Chen Ke stopped talking for a moment. World War I was indeed about to end. The world situation was about to undergo tremendous changes.

Germany launched five large-scale attacks starting from March 1918. The German army, using Stormtrooper tactics, appeared unstoppable from the beginning of the campaign, showing a momentum of fighting all the way to Paris.

Facing the sharp tactics of the German army, Britain and France also found a way to cope, which was to desperately prolong the combat time. In every new campaign on the Western Front, the German army tore through the British and French defense lines with tactics. Seeing the positions breached, Britain and France would first use indiscriminate artillery fire to block the German offensive. British and French officers and soldiers relied on "Divine Body Protection Pills" to stimulate their nerves, and a large number of tanks and infantry dispersed into infantry combat teams launched counterattacks day and night. The military observers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could not even describe the cruel battles in words. The battle accounts, which should have been expository texts, were almost written as lyrical prose.

France sent all the soldiers they could pull to the front line, and Britain pulled cannon fodder troops from various colonies into this flesh-and-blood mill on a large scale. Even though Britain and France fought with energy beyond human norms, the German army still advanced towards Paris relying on tactics. Until the end of June, the US troops who finally arrived in France were immediately thrown into the battle to plug the gaps.

Throughout July, with the help of 500,000 fresh American troops sent by the United States to France, 900,000 Chinese laborers working in France responsible for industrial and agricultural production, and 50,000 Chinese military doctors and nurses helping to implement treatment, plus twenty tons of Divine Body Protection Pills urgently provided by the People's Party, the German offensive finally failed. In August, the German army retreated all the way back to the Hindenburg Line for passive defense.

Before Britain and France had time to prepare for an attack on Germany, the most serious stage of the Spanish Flu broke out. The whole world fell into the infection of the influenza virus. The mortality rate of this flu was particularly high among young adults aged 20-35. In addition to high fever and headache, symptoms included blue face and coughing up blood; the flu often led to complications and death, with pneumonia being the most common. A large number of soldiers on the battlefield with harsh environments fell ill and died.

Even in the safe rear, many cities in Europe and America restricted citizens from going to public places. Cinemas, dance halls, sports venues, etc., were closed for more than a year. Tram conductors in Seattle refused to pick up passengers without masks.

There is a chapter about the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" in the "Book of Revelation" of the New Testament of the Bible, roughly saying that before the end of the world, four horsemen—Death, War, Pestilence, and Famine—would bring things corresponding to their attributes to the world, followed by the destruction of the world.

War, death, and insufficient food supply caused by war had already made all countries feel fear. The plague causing large numbers of young people to die completely activated the panic about the end of the world in Europe and America. Various terrifying rumors circulated in Europe and America. Church bells everywhere rang almost day and night.

Of course, European and American countries could not rely on praying to God to solve practical problems. Various countries also had some experience in dealing with epidemics. The cremation grounds burning the corpses of those who died of illness emitted thick black smoke every day. The description sent back by the People's Party's organization in Europe was "gray snow fell from the sky."

The People's Party attached great importance to the training of doctors. In addition to the 50,000 military doctors dispatched, there were also about 50,000 doctors among the 900,000 laborers sent to France. These 100,000 doctors undertook arduous work. Not only did they have to take care of Chinese laborers, but the war also drew away most British and French doctors, so the French could only seek Chinese doctors for treatment. Where there were Chinese people, there were Chinese doctors, and with doctors, there was hope for survival.

The French were slightly better off. At least with these 100,000 doctors and nurses "flying from the sky," the flu mortality rate dropped below 2%. Since the People's Party did not provide labor and medical personnel to Britain, the situation in Britain was even worse. Desperate Europe called for doctors, and at this time, only China could provide doctors in large quantities.

The British and French Ministers found Zhang Yu with the Chinese government work report. They pointed to the column on medical professional doctor and nurse training in the People's Party work report and first asked Zhang Yu to confirm whether it was true. By 1917, the number of graduated and enrolled doctors and nurses in the People's Party reached as high as 1.2 million. Concerning the life and death of their own people, the British Minister was slightly calm. He solemnly stated that if China was willing to send doctors and nurses, Britain sincerely expressed that during the period these doctors and nurses worked in Britain, Britain was willing to provide treatment completely equal to British citizens. Moreover, if any doctors and nurses died, the British side was willing to provide financial compensation. The British Minister could represent the British government to sign an agreement with the People's Party immediately and accept the People's Party sending people to form a supervisory committee with Britain.

The French had a romantic character. The Minister, revealing his true feelings, really shed tears and expressed to Zhang Yu that the 100,000 Chinese doctors and nurses gave France huge help. For the Chinese doctors and nurses who had unfortunately died of illness, the French side had already prepared compensation, which could be handed over to the Chinese government at any time. However, now France needed more help. They applied to China for 100,000 doctors and nurses, even students currently in school would do.

France needed at least 100,000 doctors and nurses, and Britain also made a request for 100,000 people. The People's Party convened the Central Committee of the People's Party. After five days of arduous discussion, they finally agreed to provide this batch of medical personnel to work in Britain and France. Britain and France immediately dispatched fleets to China to pick up people. After strict disinfection, the fleets carried 200,000 urgently convened Chinese doctors and nurses, a large amount of sulfonamides, and loquat-type drugs for clearing lungs and relieving coughs to Europe.

After the bloody battles of 1918 and the ravage of this pandemic, Yan Fu already understood that the First World War was finally about to end. Once the First World War ended, there would be no room for buffer between China and Japan anymore. Even if Chinese doctors and nurses could establish China's image again, for the rulers of the Entente Powers, realistic political considerations would not be mixed with personal feelings.

The Anglo-Japanese Alliance in the Far East could not be dissolved; Britain needed Japan, and Japan needed Britain even more. And the Japanese fleet had an overwhelming advantage over the People's Navy on the ocean. The First World War temporarily curbed the escalation of Sino-Japanese conflicts. Once the First World War ended, war between China and Japan would be inevitable. Yan Fu was deeply worried about this.

Chen Ke's strategic arrangement, however, was not in the order Yan Fu hoped for. "What I hope to solve first is Mr. Yan's third wish: recover the homeland occupied by Russia first. So I hope Mr. Yan can go to Shan County to preside over the negotiations with Duan Qirui. If you need anyone, feel free to invite them."

"Does Wenqing really still want to let Duan Qirui go temporarily?" Yan Fu was somewhat surprised by Chen Ke's view.

Chen Ke shook his head slightly, "If the Northwest issue can be solved without war, at least without war in the near future, the Central Committee thinks it's best to shed less unnecessary blood. Of course, you can also make it clear to Duan Qirui, let him give up the idea of splitting territory and being a local emperor in the Northwest as soon as possible. We really don't want to add any more trouble to recovering the homeland now. If Duan Qirui insists on obstructing our actions, let him wash his neck and wait for death. Just based on his collusion with foreigners during his lifetime, we can definitely make him wear the hat of a traitor after death. And we will definitely make this case an ironclad case. At that time, although Duan Qirui's reputation won't compare to Qin Hui, it will be enough to compare with Shi Jingtang who sold the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun to the Khitans."

Yan Fu had never seen Chen Ke say threatening words, let alone seen Chen Ke's attitude being "arrogant" to such an extent, so he didn't want to criticize Chen Ke at all. Moreover, the metaphor of Shi Jingtang was unexpectedly consistent with reality. When Shi Jingtang of the Five Dynasties period was a minister in Later Tang, he was attacked by Li Congke. Seeing the army at the city gate and insufficient strength, Shi Jingtang asked Yelü Deguang of Khitan for help according to plan, promising traitorous conditions: ceding the Sixteen Prefectures to Khitan, paying large amounts of tribute annually, and calling himself a son-emperor. Later, the Northern Song Dynasty could never recover the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun, resulting in no natural barriers to defend in the north.

The People's Party was currently trying to recover the northern homeland. If the strategic goal could not be achieved due to Duan Qirui's factor, calling Duan Qirui a contemporary Shi Jingtang would not be excessive.

"Then I'll go to Beijing first," Yan Fu said.

A few days later, Yan Fu appeared travel-worn outside Wang Shizhen's house. It happened to be Wang Shizhen's turn to fulfill community obligations. Yan Fu didn't care about anything else; he asked the guard to take over Wang Shizhen's broom to sweep the floor, and he himself pulled Wang Shizhen back into the house.

Hearing Yan Fu relay Chen Ke's words, Wang Shizhen sneered: "If the homeland cannot be recovered, Chen Wenqing doesn't say he is incompetent but wants to blame Duan Qirui. Isn't this a joke?"

Yan Fu was not moved at all. He said loudly: "If talking about incompetence, later generations can say Wenqing is incompetent, but we people who became civil officials and generals in the Manchu Qing era are not qualified to say Wenqing is incompetent. Brother Pinqing, just say it straight, help or not."

Wang Shizhen sneered, "If you want me to help, you, Yan Jidao, can't stay out of it either. You have to go to Xi'an with me to see Duan Qirui."

"No problem, I'll go with you to see Duan Qirui." Yan Fu answered neatly.

Wang Shizhen frowned slightly. Seeing that Yan Fu didn't care about his own life or death at all, with an attitude of disregarding himself for the country, Wang Shizhen felt it was not bad. Duan Qirui had this and that personal problem, but he had one advantage: he cared very much about his reputation. If the People's Party just fought Duan Qirui to contend for hegemony, Duan Qirui might stubbornly persist to the end. But the main contradiction now was the contradiction between China and Russia. If the People's Party could save Duan Qirui's face a little more, the Northwest matter could probably be settled. Anyway, things were just as Yan Fu said; regardless of whether the homeland occupied by the Russians could be recovered, Duan Qirui had no chance of winning.

"Then how about we set off now?" Wang Shizhen asked.

On October 22, surrounded by heavy troops of the Beiyang Army, Yan Fu and Wang Shizhen entered the "Republic of China" Premier's Residence located in Xi'an.

Duan Qirui greeted Wang Shizhen with an extremely enthusiastic attitude, but was quite cold to Yan Fu. Wang Shizhen didn't mean to steal the show either. After exchanging a few casual words with Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen said to Duan Qirui: "Zhiquan, I came this time hoping you and Big Brother Jidao have a good talk. If you ask me what to do, I think you might as well listen to Big Brother Jidao's words."

Everyone was a sensible person. After the three sat down in the room, Yan Fu told Duan Qirui Chen Ke's thoughts and requirements in unambiguous language.

"What if I insist on resisting stubbornly?" Duan Qirui asked.

Yan Fu didn't say any tactful words either. He said seriously: "Wenqing thinks highly of Zhiquan, so he threatens someone for the first time. Wenqing guarantees that after you are defeated and die, he will definitely let you leave a reputation as Shi Jingtang the Second in history books."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui was furious at first, but soon recovered his mood. He couldn't help laughing loudly, "Comparing me to that son-emperor, he really thinks highly of me."

Before Duan Qirui could say anything more, Wang Shizhen interrupted, "Zhiquan, Wenqing is begging at your door. Why do you have to be so self-abasing?"

"Old brother, it's more like Wenqing is fighting to my door!" Duan Qirui sneered.

"If Wenqing fights his way in, the Northwest will be in total chaos. By the time he finishes cleaning up the mess, it will take at least a year or so. If both sides negotiate peace, Wenqing can send troops to fight for the Chinese homeland with the Russians. He is not begging at your door now, but why else would he come?" Wang Shizhen replied.
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As the saying goes, laymen watch the excitement, while experts watch the knack. Therefore, experts refer to figures who have made certain achievements in relevant industries, and laymen refer to figures who have participated in relevant industries. Those who have never participated in relevant industries at all can understand neither the knack nor the excitement.

In politics and military affairs, Duan Qirui was an expert. He could tell where the knack was with just one look. There was no need to mention overly straightforward issues like the People's Party's request to reorganize the Beiyang Army. The People's Party demanded to take over the roads entering Xinjiang and other places. Once the roads were clear, the People's Party could finish off the Beiyang Army at any time. If he accepted the People's Party's suggestions, it would basically be no different from surrendering.

"Mr. Jidao, aren't you underestimating me by proposing these conditions?" Duan Qirui managed to find a wording that was relatively appropriate for the current situation.

Yan Fu smiled and shook his head, "Brother Zhiquan, if I really underestimated you, I could have just promised you official positions and played some tricks behind your back. Although our People's Party absolutely does not allow these things within the party, it doesn't mean we don't know how to use these means ourselves. Brother Zhiquan, you are a smart person; why bother?"

"Then what exactly does the People's Party want to do with me?" Duan Qirui could understand Yan Fu's words. There were plenty of means to stab in the back, but the more one wanted to stab in the back, the better one had to cover up on the surface.

Yan Fu replied: "We don't want to do anything to you now; we just want to solve the problem of recovering the old lands. In this process, what path you choose is your business. You can refuse us now, then we will go through Inner Mongolia and Outer Mongolia. It's just a matter of shedding more blood and sweat. When we turn back to talk about your matter then, that will be another matter."

Duan Qirui shook his head slightly, "Mr. Jidao, after all is said and done, you still want us to surrender."

"Brother Zhiquan, recovering the old lands is a matter for the whole of China. Whether you want to surrender to us is your business. These two things were not the same thing originally; why do you confuse them?" Yan Fu questioned Duan Qirui.

Standing at the height of the country, Yan Fu's words put immense pressure on Duan Qirui. Chen Ke threatened Duan Qirui that he would make Duan Qirui "Shi Jingtang the Second." Duan Qirui originally took it as a joke, but as the conversation went deeper, Duan Qirui increasingly felt that Chen Ke's threat really couldn't be taken as a joke.

The fact now was that it was absolutely impossible for Duan Qirui to win against the People's Party. The only thing he could do now was to add some trouble to the People's Party when they recovered the old lands. The People's Party had clearly stated that there would absolutely be retaliation for this. Of course, Duan Qirui had another way, which was to surrender obediently and then completely withdraw from the historical stage. But Duan Qirui was only 53 years old this year, which was the golden age for a big figure in politics. To ask him to withdraw from the historical stage obediently, Duan Qirui felt it would be better to die.

Various entanglements made Duan Qirui unable to decide what to do. Finally, after agreeing with Yan Fu to continue negotiations the next day and settling Yan Fu down first, Duan Qirui found Wang Shizhen. "Old brother, the People's Party is determined to destroy our Beiyang. I wonder what advice you have."

Wang Shizhen replied frankly: "I think you should surrender."

"What?!" Duan Qirui immediately became agitated, "Just surrender like this?"

Wang Shizhen knew long ago that Duan Qirui would have such a reaction. He frowned and said to Duan Qirui: "Zhiquan, I know you value me, your brother. But you only ask me to come forward to help you solve things when the situation is out of control every time. As long as the situation improves, tell me when you have ever listened to my words?"

Duan Qirui knew that Wang Shizhen was right. In fact, not only Duan Qirui, but all Beiyang generals were like this to Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui said somewhat embarrassedly: "Old brother, are you angry?"

Wang Shizhen laughed: "I'm not angry. You are all like this. What should I be angry about? Zhiquan, everyone thinks I am very capable and smart. But I never think so. In terms of capability and smartness, you and others are much better than me."

Duan Qirui didn't know whether Wang Shizhen's words were praise or ridicule. He said somewhat hesitantly: "Old brother, you'd better say it straight. At this time, why are you still speaking in riddles?"

Wang Shizhen wasn't prepared to be polite either. He said: "You and everyone else just want that result. Because you just want that result, you try every means to run towards that result. Regarding the troop training methods set down when Duke Yuan was alive, you people all contributed greatly. What killing those who talk together, killing those who violate orders. Thinking of these methods is your ability. But I want to ask one question: without the military pay issued on time every month, could the Beiyang New Army be trained solely relying on your methods?"

For the matter of military pay, Duan Qirui was almost worried to death. Hearing Wang Shizhen ask this, he simply said nothing.

Regardless of whether Duan Qirui spoke or not, Wang Shizhen continued: "Zhiquan, do you still remember when Rong Lu came to Xiaozhan for the second troop review twenty years ago?"

Duan Qirui nodded slightly. In February 1898, Rong Lu came to Xiaozhan for inspection again. Passing the Haihe River, the river surface was not wide and still frozen. Wang Shizhen used specially made canvas to make a bridge and laid it on the ice. Rong Lu's infantry, cavalry, and artillery passed over the bridge as if walking on a smooth road. This canvas bridge could be turned into a small boat for crossing with a little arrangement, and if disassembled and folded, it was extremely easy to store and carry. Rong Lu was even happier after seeing it. When the inspection was over and he went back across the Haihe River again, Wang Shizhen still set up the canvas bridge for him. Rong Lu was worried that the weather was getting warmer and the frozen river was thawing, which might be dangerous. Wang Shizhen reported: "Don't worry, the ice will only thaw after three days." Later it turned out to be so. Rong Lu was deeply convinced by Wang Shizhen's accurate prediction.

Wang Shizhen sneered: "Rong Lu thought I predicted things like a god. In fact, every time the Haihe River froze, I ordered people to record it, generally when it froze, how thick the ice was, and when it thawed. I can't divine; where do I have the ability to predict things like a god? Seeing more, remembering more, walking on ice more, falling into water more times, drinking too much water and not wanting to drink anymore, so I had to learn how not to fall into water. I know you usually say I like to walk around everywhere and look very leisurely. How am I leisurely? If I can't see things and learn things, when I need to use them, I will definitely be completely in the dark!"

Duan Qirui was not a fool either. Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, he already secretly felt that what Wang Shizhen said was actually quite similar to the problems Duan Qirui usually encountered.

Wang Shizhen continued: "What are you people thinking? You think that usually you don't need to walk or look, at most walk a few steps casually. Or read a few books casually after recognizing a few characters, and then when someone asks you, you can immediately say when it freezes and when it thaws. This is where I am different from you. If Rong Lu asked me, I would do this. If Rong Lu didn't ask me, I would still do this. If it were up to me, I wouldn't want Rong Lu to ask me at all. That's just trouble."

Duan Qirui suddenly understood that when he usually looked for Wang Shizhen to do things, he saw Wang Shizhen always having that calm look of "immortal demeanor," and the "calmness and composure" when doing things after agreeing. Wang Shizhen was called the Dragon of Beiyang because of the feeling that one could see the head but not the tail of the dragon when he did things. Unexpectedly, hearing Wang Shizhen pour out his heart, it turned out not to be the case at all.

Blushing slightly, Duan Qirui said somewhat hesitantly: "Old brother, are you saying that I do things without following rules and am too eager for quick success and instant benefits?"

"No! I'm saying you are too much of a busybody! I'm saying Zhiquan, you are just a busybody." Wang Shizhen was angry, which was extremely rare.

Being criticized so fiercely by Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui even stammered a bit, "Old brother... where do these words come from?"

Wang Shizhen said frankly: "Back then, Duke Yuan was a minister of the Great Qing, yet he thought about going up a higher level and overthrowing the Great Qing. I was extremely opposed to it. But at that time, the arrow was on the string and had to be fired. If Duke Yuan didn't act, others would act, which was also unavoidable. After Duke Yuan became the Great President, he didn't do well what he should do himself. Let's not say the People's Party is treacherous and cunning, harboring evil intentions. When did we not think about destroying the People's Party? But the People's Party devoted itself to people's livelihood and became strong soldiers and sturdy horses. Did it fall from the sky? Which item of the countless money they earned was not done by them bit by bit? Fighting Germany, fighting Japan, did Germany and Japan lose to the People's Party on purpose? Duke Yuan didn't seek to do his own things well through hard work, but thought about borrowing help from foreign countries, borrowing a large sum of money from foreign countries to fight the People's Party. Isn't this neglecting proper duties?"

Duan Qirui had never heard Wang Shizhen criticize Yuan Shikai so fiercely, and he was completely stunned.

Wang Shizhen continued: "You took the brothers to the northwest. If you tried hard to rectify the people's livelihood, there would be much to do now. I also heard about Xu Shuzheng's matter. He devoted himself to recovering Outer Mongolia, so after surrendering to the People's Party, the People's Party also entrusted him with heavy responsibilities. If you could have worked hard earlier and recovered Outer Mongolia first, the People's Party would probably have negotiated peace with you long ago. As a person who has made great contributions to the country, the People's Party would not dare to disrespect you."

Regarding the hypothesis proposed by Wang Shizhen about recovering Outer Mongolia, ever since Xu Shuzheng defected to the People's Party, Duan Qirui had also thought of it many times. Every time he thought of it, he couldn't help sighing and regretting deeply why he didn't act earlier. The People's Party didn't use troops against Beiyang for more than two years; Duan Qirui actually had plenty of time. After listening to Wang Shizhen's scolding, Duan Qirui said after a long time: "Old brother, then what does this have to do with me being a busybody?"

Now Wang Shizhen was completely disappointed. He actually didn't want to speak so bluntly, but even after speaking so bluntly, Duan Qirui still didn't understand where the problem was. This couldn't help but make Wang Shizhen feel a kind of despair. He sighed deeply, "Zhiquan, what is a busybody? It is not considering one's own duty, but always thinking about things outside one's duty. The divine tool (throne/power) has no master originally; those with virtue and power occupy it..."

Now Duan Qirui felt that Wang Shizhen looked down on him too much. His face also changed, "Old brother, are you saying I have no virtue and no talent?"

"If I say you have virtue and talent, you will have virtue and talent, then of course I can say you have virtue and talent! But in this current situation, how do you want me to describe you?" Wang Shizhen also refused to give an inch, tit for tat.

Duan Qirui was almost confused with anger. He said almost subconsciously: "Isn't it just that I lost to the People's Party?"

Wang Shizhen's face turned pale with anger, "How many people did the People's Party have in Anhui thirteen years ago? Ten years ago when we attacked the People's Party and lost to them that time, how many people did they already have? How many people did you take to the northwest, and how many years have you been in the northwest? The People's Party didn't even use full strength and beat you like this. What else do you want to say?"

Being rebuked like this, Duan Qirui was so ashamed and angry that he couldn't speak.

Wang Shizhen was actually a person who valued feelings. Usually, when old brothers from Beiyang came to Wang Shizhen's door to ask him to do things, as long as it wasn't looking for trouble for no reason, Wang Shizhen would consider it. Even if these troublemakers poked the hole themselves first, but when things forced these guys to the wall and left them with no way out, Wang Shizhen still couldn't help helping them if he could. But this time he really had enough. At present, when the People's Party was struggling for national interests, Duan Qirui was still full of his own little calculations, wanting to get the maximum benefit for himself in every word. Wang Shizhen really didn't want to wipe Duan Qirui's ass anymore.

"Zhiquan, what is being a busybody? That is leaving one's own path unwalked and insisting on walking someone else's path. As long as this step is taken, trouble will happen sooner or later; there is absolutely no reason for trouble not to happen. Now the People's Party has laid out the path; you can figure out how to go yourself."

Hearing that Wang Shizhen meant to give up completely in these words, Duan Qirui also felt a little flustered. At this time, he was exactly at the end of his rope. No matter how unhappy he was, Duan Qirui couldn't accept severing ties with Wang Shizhen. He hurriedly stood up and said: "Old brother, don't be angry. I, your brother, just feel it's fine now. What if the People's Party finishes fighting in the north and immediately turns hostile and denies people?"

"If you walk the same path with the People's Party, why are you afraid of the People's Party turning hostile?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"When did the People's Party ever walk the same path with us people from Beiyang?" Duan Qirui still tried to quibble for his actions.

"Is Yan Fu a Beiyang person? Is Pu Guanshui a Beiyang person? Is Shang Yuan from the Beiyang faction? Xu Dian, Qin Tongren, which of them is not from Beiyang? Even if you think they are not, is Xu Shuzheng not from Beiyang? If you yourself don't want to walk the same path with the People's Party, then don't say no one is of one mind with you." After speaking, Wang Shizhen stood up, "Zhiquan, I'm tired today. You go back first."

"Old brother..." Duan Qirui wanted to say something more, but saw Wang Shizhen turn around with his hands behind his back. Standing behind Wang Shizhen with clenched fists, Duan Qirui struggled in his heart for a good while, and finally turned and left.

After Duan Qirui left, Wang Shizhen still stood there without moving for a long time. He found that deep in his heart, he still didn't want to ignore Duan Qirui. However, the People's Party, which usually could always seize the opportunity in the domestic situation, seemed not so keen in this foreign war. Since they were already slow strategically, they could only make up for the time in other links.

Duan Qirui was hesitant now, quite like waiting for the highest bid. But the People's Party was burning with anxiety and would not give Duan Qirui too much opportunity at all. Wang Shizhen was almost certain that if Yan Fu failed to persuade Duan Qirui this time, as soon as Yan Fu returned to Shan County where the People's Party gathered troops, they would immediately launch an attack on Duan Qirui. That would be the real end of the rope.

Therefore, even if he couldn't make Duan Qirui understand his painstaking efforts, Wang Shizhen believed that he still had to force Duan Qirui to make a decision as soon as possible.
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On the second day of the Northwest Peace Talks Conference, Wang Shizhen still participated in the meeting. Duan Qirui also appeared at the venue on time, but judging from his gray face and bloodshot eyes, it was clear that Duan Qirui hadn't slept all night.

After sitting down, Duan Qirui said: "Mr. Jidao, if the peace talks are successful, I want to return to my hometown in Anhui to retire. I wonder if that's possible."

"No." Yan Fu answered very simply, "Brother Zhiquan is now the most influential person in Beiyang. You are indispensable for matters in the Northwest."

Wang Shizhen felt relieved in his heart; the People's Party forcing Duan Qirui to serve showed that they really didn't want to do anything bad to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was not as open-minded as Wang Shizhen. He said: "I know that the People's Party's rules for doing things are very different from our Beiyang's. If we do things wrong, I wonder how the People's Party will deal with us."

Yan Fu said: "I also know some of Beiyang's rules. Saying that you should act completely according to our People's Party's methods in a short while is indeed asking too much. The matters below can still be handled according to Beiyang's methods, but the upper level must adopt our People's Party's democratic centralism. Everything must be discussed by everyone in a meeting. Once a resolution is reached, everyone must act according to this resolution. What others say may not be achieved, but presumably, what one says oneself can always be achieved."

Duan Qirui glanced at Yan Fu, feeling that the meaning in the words just now was quite profound. Was Yan Fu preparing to solve problems by way of military pledges? But there was no fault to be found in these words, so Duan Qirui stopped dwelling on this detail.

After discussing many conditions with difficulty, Yan Fu raised a new question, "We want to appoint Brother Zhiquan as the Chairman of the Five Northwest Provinces Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). I wonder what Brother Zhiquan thinks?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. Yan Fu had always said that the People's Party would not promise official positions, but now he broke the original statement and promised a chairman of the Five Provinces CPPCC. Duan Qirui, however, didn't know what the CPPCC did.

Yan Fu continued: "In addition, Brother Duan's title of Premier also has to be changed. How about being a Vice Premier in charge of the five provinces in the Northwest?"

Now Duan Qirui was even more confused. Vice Premiers usually had no real power. Being a Vice Premier with real power was not a drop in status compared to being a Premier. As for the position of CPPCC Chairman, after discussing for a long time, Duan Qirui finally understood that the CPPCC was actually intended to replace the current local assemblies of the five provinces, belonging to a transitional institution towards the People's Congress.

No one from Beiyang liked the parliament. After calculating in his heart, Duan Qirui found that although the People's Party spoke harshly, in reality, they still let Duan Qirui control the assembly, the army, and the government—the power of all three. His actual power did not suffer any special loss. It could even be said that with the support of the People's Party behind him, Duan Qirui's real power actually expanded.

If he didn't surrender, he would die now; if he surrendered, he would die later. Not to mention that the People's Party offered quite favorable conditions. On the third day, Duan Qirui symbolically convened a meeting of the Beiyang remnants. Those Beiyang warlords had long been in panic. After hearing the conditions conveyed by Duan Qirui, this group of people all revealed their true colors as busybodies.

Except for a very few confidants of Duan Qirui who simply questioned whether the People's Party was sincere or fake, everyone else began to bargain over this condition without exception, as if they really had the ability to refuse this condition.

Duan Qirui was a smart person. After being scolded by Wang Shizhen, he had a feeling of enlightenment. Seeing the performance of this group of birdmen, Duan Qirui directly laid down his words, "If you think it's okay, then don't say anything more. If anyone thinks it's not okay, then I'll give up this position, and you can sit in this position."

Busybodies, especially incompetent busybodies, all have the same virtue. They clamor happily when things happen, but when asked to take responsibility, they all become completely soft eggs.

Hearing Duan Qirui lay down harsh words, who dared to talk nonsense anymore? Those with some ability simply kept their mouths shut, while those without ability couldn't help defending themselves with a few words, trying to make others believe how loyal they were to Beiyang and how worried they were that everyone would be deceived. Duan Qirui didn't even have the impulse to scold these guys. He just simply ordered the meeting to adjourn.

The People's Party didn't expect these people from Beiyang to accomplish anything at all, as long as they didn't spoil things. In order to try not to stimulate the nerves of the Beiyang remnants, the People's Party did not send troops stationed in Shan County into Shaanxi. However, facts proved that busybody guys would swallow the bitter fruit they made sooner or later.

Yan Fu left Xi'an and just got on the train from Shan County directly to Zhengzhou. The news of the successful peace talks between Duan Qirui and the People's Party reached the Beiyang defenders in Tongguan. Previously, in order to control the soldiers, the Beiyang Army could only use core troops to guard soldiers with unstable morale. Now that Beiyang relaxed from top to bottom, even the die-hard Beiyang troops lost their spirit. As for those soldiers who had long been unwilling to risk their lives for Duan Qirui, they seized this opportunity and swarmed from Tongguan towards Shan County.

The defense of the People's Party did not relax at all. Even if these fleeing Beiyang troops tried to bypass the defense line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army still captured all these people. After being captured, these Beiyang troops only made one request: "We don't want to be soldiers and fight anymore; we want to go home!"

Regardless of whether Duan Qirui on the opposite side would be fuming with rage, the People's Party sent these fleeing soldiers to concentration camps for centralized detention and screening. Soldiers who were found to have no problems after screening were sent back to their original domiciles first.

A few days later, the intelligence system of the People's Party transmitted the latest news back to Wuhan. Duan Qirui was indeed fuming with rage, but not against the People's Party, nor even against these deserters. With his current financial resources, he couldn't support so many soldiers anyway. If unstable guys fled, let them flee. What made Duan Qirui angry was that some bold guys actually began to challenge Duan Qirui's prestige at this time, shouting during public meetings that the People's Party harbored evil intentions and that these deserters were deliberately instigated by the People's Party.

Without external pressure from the People's Party, Duan Qirui unceremoniously removed this group of people from office. Then he transferred the troops in Tongguan back for reorganization. Those who wanted to leave, Duan Qirui let them leave. For those who didn't want to leave, Duan Qirui promoted those who should be promoted and adjusted those who should be adjusted. At the same time, he broke up the troops and reorganized them.

Originally, there were quite a few factions in the Beiyang Army that fled to the northwest, and Duan Qirui never had the chance to rectify them. Taking advantage of this opportunity, Duan Qirui carried out a major purge of his subordinates and promoted those loyal to himself. Although the scale of the Northwest Beiyang Army shrank greatly, order was finally restored with difficulty, and internal unity was achieved.

The ongoing Politburo meeting had no interest in this change. Duan Qirui being able to control the situation was even quite beneficial for the People's Party to march into the north. In November 1918, the focus of the People's Party was when the World War would end. Another question was to what extent the industrial development that the People's Party had consistently grasped could support various domestic affairs.

Railways! Railways! Railways! With a powerful railway system, the country's operating costs can be greatly reduced, and economic activity can be greatly increased. At the time when national liberation was nominally achieved, it was no longer an era where strategic goals could be achieved solely by wisdom, bravery, and even the spirit of sacrifice. What China needed was strong industrial capability. Most importantly, at least the People's Party understood what industry could achieve. The mist that once covered their eyes was lifted, seeing a vast new world, and everyone's greatest impulse was to gallop freely in this new world as soon as possible.

All committee members looked at Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party, who had led the People's Party to this point and brought China to this point. Before this new threshold, everyone waited for Chen Ke to issue new orders.

Chen Ke indeed responded to everyone's expectations. He said: "This round of good days of making money easily is over. In the future, it won't be a time when any rotten goods can be sold casually. Comrades, get ready for harder struggle."

No one made a sound because most comrades couldn't understand what "any rotten goods can be sold casually" meant.

Chen Ke explained: "As soon as the World War ends, Europe needs to rebuild, and the United States will become the biggest economic winner in the North Atlantic economic circle due to geographical reasons. Britain and France suffered the heaviest losses, and they will definitely try every means to make up for the losses. Everyone, don't expect them to be so gentle to us anymore."

This was just common sense, and the Politburo could fully understand it. You Gou, the leader of the industrial sector, asked on behalf of the comrades: "But what does rotten goods mean?"

Chen Ke laughed: "To make money, the best industrial products in the world will compete with us. Comrades, do you think the quality of our industrial products is very good?"

These words were inevitably too hurtful. The industrial system of the People's Party created industrial categories more than ten times that of before. These industrial categories had grown vigorously under the nourishment of the First World War. The comrades were quite proud and confident of the crystallization of their sweat.

Chen Ke laughed: "After the war ends, we need to introduce steelmaking technology from France, and especially introduce technology and personnel from Germany as much as possible. We have to use the nearly one billion pounds of bonds in our hands well. In addition, Belgium and the Netherlands have quite good technologies. Italy's shipbuilding is doing well, and they are still very poor, so we must fully cooperate with Italy."

There was no need for Chen Ke to "predict" like a stick god anymore; personnel of the People's Party overseas had collected a large amount of information and materials. Comrades also had some understanding of these.

"What about the United States?" Zhang Yu asked. As the largest international partner of the People's Party, it was somewhat puzzling that Chen Ke didn't mention the United States at all.

Chen Ke replied: "Given the current inflation level in the United States, expecting to introduce technology from the United States is clearly a losing proposition. The United States now has the European market, and they won't really care about us. Comrades, I talked about economic crises before. Now let's look back; every time we made a big fortune in the international market, it was relying on a worldwide economic crisis or a worldwide war. Without these, we couldn't have completed so much accumulation before World War I."

Hearing this, the Politburo members laughed out loud sooner or later. Many things cannot be looked back upon. Looking back, at that time, the People's Party either tightened their belts, accepted seemingly extremely harsh conditions, or borrowed a large amount of foreign debt with fear and trembling. Facing the unknown future, except for comrades who blindly trusted Chen Ke, everyone was uneasy in their hearts. Now the comrades realized how much benefit they had earned back then.

"The capitalists will sell us the rope to hang themselves. That's probably what it means," Yuwen Badu couldn't help laughing. This remark caused a roar of laughter; this was what Chen Ke had said once. At that time, everyone really treated this as a joke.

After everyone laughed enough, Chen Tianhua said: "Does that mean the next economic crisis will break out first in these countries that made money from the World War?"

"Yes." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.

"What about the next time?" Chen Tianhua asked closely.

"Things like economic crises happen basically once every ten years. No industrial country can escape this fate." Chen Ke elaborated on a simple empirical summary.

"Does that mean our China can't escape either?" Chen Tianhua was very serious about theory.

"Right. If we also adopt the capitalist set, we can't escape either." Chen Ke never hid his sickness for fear of treatment.

"How to do it specifically?" Chen Tianhua continued to ask closely.

"Advance with the times, cross the river by feeling the stones," Chen Ke replied.

Chen Ke knew that in the 100 years from the beginning of the 20th century to the beginning of the 21st century, the world really underwent tremendous changes. The most significant change was that the world became increasingly flatter. In the 1980s, there were even eighth-hand dealers reselling steel. At the beginning of the 21st century, fourth-hand and fifth-hand dealers in China could still be rampant. By the second decade of the 21st century, the internet age had compressed the living space of third-hand dealers to an extremely pitiful extent.

Quite a few relatively high-level "keyboard politburos" could appear on the internet not only because everyone was really full enough to have more time to think about other things, but more importantly because a lot of information reached the level where national leaders and ordinary netizens received information almost simultaneously.

Chen Ke's friend in Industry and Commerce said that as soon as the Sanlu incident broke out, local Industry and Commerce Administration Bureaus began to gather personnel on their own and completed the full preparation for sealing Sanlu products overnight. The reason why local Industry and Commerce Bureaus did not act immediately was just that everyone was waiting for the order from the State Administration for Industry and Commerce. Taking unilateral action without orders did not conform to organizational procedures.

The high efficiency of the People's Party was simply because Chen Ke could completely ignore the normal process of all research, analysis, induction, summary, and finally reaching a result. He relied entirely on his cognitive level as a time-traveler to implement strong promotion. Moreover, the comrades had sufficient revolutionary enthusiasm and the ability to act with the daring to unhorse the emperor at the risk of death by a thousand cuts. Therefore, the People's Party could develop at a speed completely inconsistent with seeking truth from facts.

But in this era where the Second Industrial Revolution was just unfolding, the industrial level of China in the second decade of the 21st century was still a distant future. Chen Ke could only adapt himself to this reality. Chen Ke must try every means to establish a more mature organization. An organization that could operate normally even without Chen Ke.

The Politburo members naturally couldn't understand Chen Ke's thoughts. Chen Tianhua raised a very representative question, "What about more specific execution steps?"

"Besides constantly creating, we have to eliminate. And it is mandatory elimination," Chen Ke said. After speaking, looking at the comrades' gazes full of thirst for knowledge towards him, Chen Ke couldn't help dispelling the thought of saying some more conceptual ideas. Crossing the river by feeling the stones is easy to say, but incomparably difficult to do.

"The most important work in the near future is to perfect the national large laboratory system as soon as possible. While we temporarily have money to buy technology, make up for the lack of technology and practical experience in various categories as much as possible..." Chen Ke began to narrate the basic practices.

This was actually an important link in Roosevelt's New Deal. To save costs, Roosevelt ordered the United States to engage in mandatory technological unification. All manufacturing enterprises had to pay some money to the national laboratory every year, and then the national laboratory entrusted various schools and technology development institutions to conduct development. Enterprises had the right to share technology from these technology development departments. And production equipment and technology had to be forcibly eliminated every once in a while. Especially later in the space race with the Soviet Union, the United States exerted this system to the limit.

New China also had a similar system, but because China's technology was too far behind the world's first-class level, this system mainly digested technology and parameters introduced from abroad for a long time. Plus, this kind of construction required large investment and was slow to yield results, appearing inefficient compared to directly introducing technology. So this system hadn't played a big role all along.

However, in Chen Ke's era, the technological gap between China and the world was not that big. Plus the accumulation over these years, the People's Party precisely needed such a system to strengthen the development of China's science and technology.

"This is the core work of the industrial department in the next two years, to establish our own science and technology system." Chen Ke finally issued the order.

"Then what is the name of this plan?" You Gou asked.

"Let's call it the Technology Tree Plan," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 229 Spoils Sharing Conference (1)

On December 8, 1919, the German Emperor fled Berlin in a panic and ran to the Netherlands. At 5 am on December 9, at the Rethondes Station in the Compiegne Forest northeast of Paris, the German delegation headed by the Foreign Minister boarded the train of the Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Forces, French Marshal Foch, and signed the armistice treaty of World War I. The terms of the armistice were extremely harsh, including:

Within 14 days, the German army must withdraw from the territories of France, Belgium, and Luxembourg occupied in this war, as well as the Alsace-Lorraine region occupied in the Franco-Prussian War; Within one month, hand over German territory west of the Rhine and German territory 30 kilometers east of the Rhine to the Allied Forces; Hand over cruisers, battleships, destroyers, 234 submarines, all aircraft of the air force, 500 cannons, and a large amount of guns and ammunition; Germany must hand over 31.68 billion US dollars in war reparations (Germany could not produce this much, and it was repeatedly reduced to 714 million US dollars later); Germany must hand over 5,000 perfectly functional locomotives, 150,000 carriages, and 5,000 trucks. Germany must hand over all colonies... This tragic war finally came to an end.

Someone said that when everything comes to an end, a new beginning will appear. On the day the old war ended, the spoils sharing conference started immediately. There are many smart people in this world. Even in mid-November 1918, before the war officially ended, the Republic received an invitation from the United States, inviting the People's Party to discuss post-war issues together.

The Republic was very sensible, as a member country that made a big profit and as a partner country of the United States. Chen Ke did not attend the peace conference himself, but sent a diplomatic team composed of Premier Shang Yuan, Minister of Propaganda Zhang Yu, new employees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs like Gu Weijun and Tang Shaoyi, and urgently drafted Li Runshi, Wu Xiangyu, and others.

After spending more than half a month on the road, the diplomatic team arrived in Washington on January 10, 1919, and went to visit US President Wilson and Washington's post-war peace decision-making team. The US side revealed a piece of news to China. On January 7, representatives of the five countries of Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and Italy had held a preparatory meeting for the Paris Peace Conference. At the preparatory meeting, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan tried to reach a secret agreement, stipulating that the five major powers of Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and Italy were "belligerents with general interests" and could participate in all meetings of the peace conference. Belgium, China, Serbia, and other countries were "belligerents with specific interests" and could only attend meetings related to their own countries. Bolivia and other countries that severed diplomatic relations with Germany could only express their opinions orally or in writing when the five major powers deemed it necessary. The rules of procedure also limited the number of plenipotentiary representatives of each country attending the meeting: 5 for each of the five major powers, 3 for Belgium, Serbia, and Brazil, and 2 for China, Poland, and other countries, totaling 70.

One of the common sayings of the People's Party is "relying on mountains, mountains fall; relying on rivers, rivers dry up." Regarding the attitude of Britain, France, and other countries, the representatives of the Republic felt it was perfectly normal. If they didn't do this, it would surprise the representatives of the Republic greatly.

The US representative thought that the indifferent look of the People's Party was a manifestation of discouragement. He proudly stated that under the strong insistence of the United States, China also became a "belligerent with general interests" and had the right to participate in the discussion of all issues.

Reciprocating kindness, since the US side was so considerate, the People's Party naturally sensibly expressed that it would do its best to support the US stance.

Only after confirming that the People's Party had no "unreasonable ambitions" did the US representative arrange for the People's Party delegation to meet US President Wilson. Wilson hoped that the People's Party could firmly support his "Fourteen Points." Since the People's Party firmly believed that everything could only rely on oneself, supporting Wilson was naturally not a problem. Chen Ke had previously quoted lines from "The Peach Blossom Fan," "See him build a tall building, see him banquet guests, see his building collapse." Since the powers were willing to jump desperately, what harm was there for the People's Party to jump with them.

At this time, the US side was in a time of smug satisfaction. In World War I, they obtained unprecedented benefits and also shifted a lot of British and French war bonds to the People's Party. In such a smooth sailing good time, the United States finally proposed its own route for world hegemony. What Wilson couldn't understand was why Chen Ke didn't attend such an important meeting. The People's Party told Wilson, "Chen Ke is in poor health and really can't stand the fatigue of travel." This reason was also quite reliable, so the US side accepted the explanation of the Republic.

After the Chinese and American delegations joined, the large-scale delegation took a ship to Paris together. On February 7, 1919, two months after the end of World War I, missions from most sovereign countries in the world arrived in Paris. The impatient spoils sharing conference officially began.

This spoils sharing conference was very interesting. Except for the People's Party, which had a plan in mind long ago, representatives of every country connected and colluded with each other, trying to gain more in this "world-changing" conference. Apart from having a fairly unified opinion on plotting to eliminate the newborn Russian Bolshevik regime, any other treaty among countries was full of contradictions.

Members of the People's Party had to get to know representatives from various countries every day. In the summary meeting every night, the comrades' understanding of the world became deeper and deeper. At the same time, as a new power in the Western Pacific, the comrades also personally experienced what national strength meant.

Every day, foreign representatives expressed "regret" that Chen Ke could not attend this meeting. The great name of the newly risen Chinese dictator had gradually gained some influence in the world. The Indian Imperial Crown on the head of the British King, the Russian Tsar, the Holy Roman Imperial Crown on the head of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Great Emperor of Ottoman Turkey, the Chinese Emperor, and the Ethiopian Emperor—these crowns were recognized by the world at that time. Being able to stand at the peak of imperial power once recognized at the age of 38 by one's own efforts, such a rare existence indeed had viewing value in the eyes of representatives from various countries.

The People's Party representatives were not so bored; everyone talked more about another issue. Although Engels did not live to see World War I, he made a prediction about such a war.

"The occupation of Belgium... is always a necessary condition for the attacker, whether it is Germany attacking France or France attacking Germany." (Engels, "Po and Rhine")

"The system of standing armies in Europe has been developed to the extreme... As long as standing armies are not reorganized into militias based on the universal arming of the people in time... either this system will bankrupt the people of various countries economically due to the unbearable burden of military expenditure, or it will inevitably lead to a devastating war." (Engels, "Can Europe Disarm?")

"But it can be predicted: if this war breaks out... it will be the complete bankruptcy of class states politically, militarily, economically (including financially), and morally. It may cause such a situation: the military machine rises in rebellion and refuses to continue... slaughtering each other. The cry of class states is: After us, the deluge. But after the deluge, what comes out is us, and only us." (Engels, "Letter to August Bebel")

Engels predicted that the future world war would last for three or four years.

In 1887, Engels wrote in the "Introduction to Borkheim's 'In Memory of the Extreme German Patriots of 1806-1807'": "...For Prussia-Germany, no other war is possible now except a world war."

"This will be a world war of unprecedented scale and unprecedented intensity. At that time, 8 to 10 million soldiers will slaughter each other and eat the whole of Europe clean, more severely than any locust swarm at any time."

Revolutionary mentor Engels predicted this war with profound vision, and the People's Party representatives admired this very much. The only problem was Engels' prediction of the war outcome,

"...The old states and their traditional statecraft collapsed together, so that crowns rolled by the dozens on the street and no one picked them up; it is absolutely impossible to predict how all this will end and who will be the victor in the struggle; only one result is absolutely certain, that is universal exhaustion and creating conditions for the final victory of the working class."

After the war, the crowns of the Russian Tsar, the German Second Reich, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire did fall, and emperors would probably never appear in these three countries again. Even if the crowns of other European kingdoms were still there, they no longer had the power to influence the world. But whether the final victory of the working class broke out after this war or in the distant future... judging from Chen Ke's meaning, the imperialists did not learn any lessons from this war at all; this great war was just the beginning, not the end.

In order to prepare for the new war, some comrades accompanying the team temporarily left the team as soon as they arrived in Paris. After visiting the German representatives, Pu Guanshui went to Berlin with the recommendation and help of the German delegation.

As a student of a German military academy, Pu Guanshui first connected with his few surviving teachers and the survivors of the "Stormtrooper" experts sent back to Germany by the People's Party. Krupp Steel was the largest supplier of weapons and equipment in Germany. With the recommendation of the German army, Pu Guanshui finally met the president of Krupp.

"Does your side think that in the next fifteen years, you need to set up some research centers in Asia?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The president of Krupp was obviously not interested in this suggestion. Krupp was a traditional industrial family business, not a joint-stock company like those in the United States, let alone an organization like the People's Party that used capital operation as a means. Based on the firm attitude of the family business, no matter how much Pu Guanshui wore out his lips, the president of Krupp did not agree to cooperate with the People's Party.

At this time, Germany was in chaos. The old army was in a state of panic, and various ideologies flooded society. Pu Guanshui completely couldn't believe that this was the Germany he saw when he was studying. Although Pu Guanshui also tried to contact German upper-class figures in many ways, in such a critical period, Pu Guanshui's efforts completely missed the point.

PS: Very busy these two days. The update time began to be chaotic, and the update volume can only be guaranteed as much as possible. Probably can start to gradually return to normal in three days.



★


Spoils Sharing Conference 2

Volume 5 - Chapter 231

❧ ❧ ❧
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"In Pu Guanshui's letter, it sounds like a socialist revolution is about to break out in Germany," Tang Shaoyi said in a somewhat skeptical tone after reading Pu Guanshui's letter. Both Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun had taken the civil service exam and were hired by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after passing the exam. This time, the two arrived in Paris as members of the People's Party diplomatic team.

"Germany now is similar to our late Qing Dynasty; the emperor has fallen, and the new order has not yet been established." Zhang Yu replied.

Seeing Zhang Yu answer very relaxedly, Tang Shaoyi did not continue the conversation. After all, China had been pinned down and beaten severely by foreigners for sixty years starting from 1840, and this situation was not reversed until the emergence of the People's Party. Tang Shaoyi knew that Zhang Yu and other People's Party members upheld the struggle philosophy of the People's Party; they could accept bloodshed and sacrifice anytime and anywhere, and enduring hardship and fatigue was even more common. This fearless attitude allowed Zhang Yu to look down on foreigners. Tang Shaoyi, who almost instinctively avoided struggle, knew deeply that he could not do these things.

After becoming an "official" of the People's Party this time, Tang Shaoyi found that the People's Party was vastly different from the Manchu Qing, and even from Chinese tradition. Government officials were just employees; they were employees of the People's Party, or rather employees of "people's power." Although Tang Shaoyi didn't believe at all that the latter could be truly realized. For Tang Shaoyi, it was best for the world to have clear hierarchies; the higher the status, the less one should suffer, and the hard work paid should be rewarded more. The longer he stayed in the People's Party, the more Tang Shaoyi doubted whether his choice to "be an official" in the People's Party was correct.

"Are we going to intervene in the revolution in Europe?" Gu Weijun asked. As a young man, having not worked long in the People's Party, Gu Weijun showed signs of evolving towards imperialist diplomacy. Powerful countries relying on their own strength to interfere in anything that can be interfered with is undoubtedly the norm of this world now.

Seeing that the things discussed were getting more and more outrageous, Shang Yuan, as the head of the delegation, began to control the direction of the topic, "We came to attend the Paris Peace Conference not to participate in dividing up the world, but to see the situation. Let's solve our own problems first. The Entente Powers are now taking action against Russia, and it is not too surprising for them to take action against our China. Maybe we have to wait for others to attack us when we go back."

Hearing that the foreign devils might attack China again, Tang Shaoyi and Gu Weijun's faces became a little nervous, while the comrades of the People's Party couldn't help showing smiles of various emotions, or simply had no reaction to this.

"Leaving aside whether a revolution will break out in Europe, will a revolution break out in Japan?" Shang Yuan changed the topic.

"Why don't we ask them tomorrow?" Zhang Yu said jokingly. Shang Yuan also snorted slightly upon hearing this. These days, every time the representatives of the six major powers of the Paris Peace Conference—Britain, the United States, France, Italy, China, and Japan—discussed issues, the People's Party representatives could see the grim faces of Saionji Kinmochi, Makino Nobuaki, and other Japanese representatives as soon as they looked up.

"What is there to talk about with these old guys?" Even as a relatively older one in the People's Party, compared with the foreign old guys, Shang Yuan was unusually young.

"Then what are you, big brother, going to tell us?" Zhang Yu asked.

Shang Yuan said: "Having attended this peace conference until now, I finally understand what national strength means. No matter what kind of superficial reasoning, it is an interpretation of the strength a country already possesses and has been proven. Potential cannot be put on the table. Materialism is this cruel."

Originally, the young comrades still had the mood to joke around, but after listening to Shang Yuan's words, everyone's expression became serious.

"It is not just Comrade Pu Guanshui who encountered setbacks in Germany this time. Our suggestions to seek technical cooperation from France, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and other countries have all encountered big problems. These countries simply didn't take our request seriously." Shang Yuan summarized the recent work, "We don't possess presentable industrial strength, so no one takes us seriously. Chairman Chen emphasized before this trip that we indeed have potential, but we lack strength. We ourselves cannot confuse strength with potential; the world will not accept such a view."

"Does that mean our work this time is completely preliminary?" Wu Xiangyu asked.

This question didn't even need special emphasis. Many comrades in the delegation were visiting the United States and Europe for the first time. After seeing with their own eyes the strength possessed by these industrial countries, especially the power possessed by the ruling classes of these countries, the comrades had already seen the gap between the Republic and the world's first-class powers. Domestically, the People's Party worked so hard on a large number of infrastructure projects that they almost vomited blood, and was proud of the earth-shaking changes in the country. They were even more excited about the bright future of the Republic on the blueprint. However, what the delegation saw in the United States and Europe were a large number of existing cities, factories, and spider web-like railways and highways. To bring the entire China to the level of the United States and Europe was by no means a simple task that could be completed in one or two years; it required more than ten or even twenty years of arduous efforts.

"Premier Shang is right. We indeed cannot pursue more things this time. As long as we can recover what belongs to China, it is enough. Efforts to seek larger goals stop here. What we are doing now is the layout for the future."

Unifying thoughts in time and adjusting work direction is the tradition of the People's Party. Even so, the work of the People's Party was only one day ahead of the situation.

On February 17, 1919, even before the peace conference fully established the disposal of the defeated, the Japanese representative impatiently proposed that China fulfill "international obligations" and recognize international treaties.

The "international treaties" mentioned by Japan referred to the treaties signed between Japan and the Manchu Qing. Japan believed that the government of the Republic had reasons to fulfill international treaties.

Looking at the grim old face of Makino Nobuaki when he spoke, Zhang Yu suddenly felt that war is sometimes much simpler than peace. What they couldn't get on the battlefield, the Japanese wanted to get from the negotiating table.

It was absolutely impossible for Japan to get the Chinese interests reclaimed by the People's Party from the battlefield. Zhang Yu wanted very much to ask frankly, "If we don't give it to you, what does Japan plan to do?"

In future strategic planning, China must launch a military strike against Japan and drive Japan out of Korea. After losing Korea, Japan and China are only separated by the Tsushima Strait, and the planes of the People's Party can fly across this strait in less than an hour. Even knowing that the Japanese side could absolutely not declare war publicly at the Paris Peace Conference, Zhang Yu almost couldn't help saying that the Republic welcomed Japan to declare war.

It was absolutely impossible for Japan to raise this issue alone. As soon as the Japanese representative finished speaking, the British side immediately proposed that the Republic had the obligation to fulfill international treaties. What Britain referred to was the money Yuan Shikai borrowed from Britain and other countries.

"We also believe that it is necessary for China to fulfill international obligations." French Prime Minister Clemenceau, who was already 78 years old, though full of white hair, was still as fierce as a beast, truly worthy of his nickname "Tiger Prime Minister."

Chen Ke used all his strategies to take great advantage at every stage, especially earning a large amount of money in the First World War. Now the Entente countries were all in a post-war financial crisis, with terrible losses of manpower and material resources and astronomical bonds. To solve these problems, money was needed.

China had already demonstrated the war power to defend its own interests. Britain, France, and Japan all knew that it was impossible to snatch food from the tiger's mouth. So when they could make things difficult for China, they absolutely refused to let go of any opportunity.

The seemingly enthusiastic performance of the previous few days was gone. The strife among allies who were once in the "same trench" instantly became fierce. France even publicly stated that the agreement signed with the People's Party regarding Indochina must be considered for continued performance only after China assumed "corresponding international obligations."

Hearing this, it was obviously a step to renege on debts. Even with sufficient mental preparation in their hearts, the young comrades of the People's Party were still full of anger. Changing face so fast, this is the essence of imperialism. This is the diplomacy of imperialism.
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"Let's go back to China." It was April 1, 1919, when Shang Yuan said this to Zhang Yu.

For Shang Yuan, the biggest feeling was no longer anger, but exhaustion. If he were in China, Shang Yuan would still feel that no matter how tired he was, he would achieve some results. Being suppressed desperately by the representatives of Britain, France, and Japan all day long, Shang Yuan felt that this was simply murdering his life.

"How about Premier Shang Yuan, you go to visit Italy?" Zhang Yu was also tired enough. He admired Chen Ke's foresight very much in his heart. At least Chen Ke had never thought of coming to participate in this peace conference, while other comrades invariably had the thought of being eager to try.

Italian Prime Minister Orlando had left the conference on March 27 to return to Italy, handing over the work at the Paris Peace Conference to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. China was besieged, while Italy was ignored. Given the poor performance of the Italian army in World War I, and at the same time, Italy had no profit to speak of at all, Britain and France had no interest in Italy at all, treating Italy completely as a soy sauce-buying (insignificant) follower.

Ironically, the Italians still hoped to make a big fortune at the Paris Peace Conference. Shang Yuan saw more than once that when Italians tried to fight for interests, the British said "No! No! No!" in a contemptuous tone. The French "Tiger Prime Minister" even dared to shout loudly at the Italian Prime Minister. In the end, the Italian Prime Minister simply went back to his country first to express his dissatisfaction with such treatment.

Hearing Zhang Yu's suggestion, Shang Yuan also felt it was not bad. After telegraphing the Italian side, the Chinese delegation soon received a response. The Italian side welcomed the Chinese Premier to visit Italy.

The People's Party had booked a cruise ship in the United States long ago, which came in handy for the Paris Peace Conference. Shang Yuan handed over the work of the delegation to Zhang Yu. He and some members of the delegation boarded the ship in Marseille and went straight to Rome.

The Italian welcome was not enthusiastic at all, just following the rules. The Chinese visiting delegation had an audience with the King of Italy the day after disembarking, saying a bunch of meaningless nonsense. Shang Yuan didn't start negotiations with Italian Prime Minister Orlando until the third day.

Mr. Prime Minister looked worried and had no enthusiasm. Shang Yuan could fully understand the Prime Minister's attitude. Along the way to Rome, there were refugees, beggars, and veterans everywhere. Near the hotel where Shang Yuan stayed, people were demonstrating. The theme of the demonstration was probably anti-hunger and anti-unemployment. Under such circumstances, it would be strange if Mr. Prime Minister could be triumphant.

Under such circumstances, Shang Yuan felt it was really inappropriate to say some New Year's greetings. He said: "Mr. Prime Minister, if we curse Britain and France together here, I personally think our two sides should have enough common ground."

After listening to the translation, the Prime Minister first showed a genuine smile, but soon the smile turned into a look of alertness.

The People's Party actually gained huge benefits in World War I, whether it was the actual control of national sovereignty, economic interests, or even the looted cultural relics. China had a great harvest. Being pressed now was simply because countries like Britain and France felt they lost too much and wanted to threaten China. Italy suffered heavy losses in World War I, and in the current situation, there was no place to make money at all. Those godforsaken colonies had no output, and domestic unemployment was appalling.

Hearing Shang Yuan's speech establishing a common stance, the Prime Minister intuitively thought that China was trying to pull Italy together to oppose Britain and France. He certainly couldn't accept such an attitude. Britain and France were hateful, but allying with powerless China was an even worse idea.

Shang Yuan certainly wouldn't propose stupid suggestions like allying with Italy. "I came this time to cooperate with your country. Our country has formulated a merchant ship manufacturing plan and is looking for collaborators. Your country's shipbuilding level is not weaker than Britain and France. I wonder if your country has any intention in this regard."

"You want to buy ships?" The Italian Prime Minister's face immediately cleared up from cloudy. This was the best economic news the Italian Prime Minister had heard in years. He asked eagerly: "How many do you want to buy?"

Shang Yuan laughed: "We want to build a large number of cargo ships. Not only buying, but we also need to acquire manufacturing technology. I wonder if your side is willing to cooperate."

Seeing Shang Yuan propose his idea seriously, Italian Prime Minister Orlando immediately began to brag about how awesome Italy's domestic shipbuilding industry was. If not for reasons one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, etc., Italy's shipbuilding industry would have long made the British, French, and Americans kneel.

Shang Yuan didn't understand shipbuilding, and secondly, talks at his level were not responsible for the details. After the two sides roughly reached an intentional agreement, the specific discussion work was handed over to specialized personnel. After discussing the possibility of trade cooperation between China and Italy, Shang Yuan prepared to leave.

The Italian Prime Minister originally thought Shang Yuan came to pull allies. Seeing that Shang Yuan didn't do this from beginning to end, he tentatively asked about China's plans for the future.

"I plan to go to Persia again." Shang Yuan gave the Italian Prime Minister an answer.

"Go to Persia?" The Italian Prime Minister completely didn't understand what Shang Yuan wanted to do.

"I want to go to Persia to discuss oil business." The People's Party had been importing oil in large quantities. Chen Ke prepared to discuss oil business with Persia, so Shang Yuan simply went to Persia, which was not too far from the Mediterranean.

"Has China abandoned this peace conference?" Prime Minister Orlando felt even more surprised.

"You also saw that Britain and France treat us like a defeated country. Instead of being angry there, I might as well use the time to talk business. At least when talking business, no one will mock us," Shang Yuan replied.

The Italian Prime Minister felt deeply empathetic about this. Even if Italy was defeated repeatedly, it kept fighting despite defeats. In Italy's view, the Entente Powers' practice of killing the donkey after it had done the grinding was really too excessive. When parting with the Chinese delegation, although he didn't say it, the Italian Prime Minister had a great fondness for China.

The delegation didn't actually go to Persia completely; some representatives went to Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia was a region with quite strong industry in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Seeing that the Austro-Hungarian Empire was about to lose the Czech region after World War I, the People's Party thought it was also a good choice to contact the Czechs at this time.

While Britain, France, and the United States were giving directions for the division of the future world, the Chinese delegation visited, contacted, and negotiated with various industrial countries in Europe, especially those with uncertain futures and precarious situations. Many negotiations were conducted on purchasing machinery and equipment, purchasing industrial technology, and even potential future industrial cooperation.

By May 4, Shang Yuan finally rushed back to Paris after completing the preliminary intentional plan for oil exploration investment in the Persian region with the King of Persia.

The Paris Peace Conference was still in chaos. To divide the spoils, every country used up its lip service. The biggest change in the Chinese delegation was not what agreements were reached, but a greater understanding of the world situation. Even Tang Shaoyi, who feared the powers in his heart, made great progress; at least he was no longer afraid of the Japanese.

The Japanese had been trying to pressure China into making concessions. When Shang Yuan was absent, the Japanese representative finally plucked up the courage to have a one-on-one talk with the Chinese representative. Tang Shaoyi attended this meeting.

The meeting atmosphere was of course extremely unfriendly. After the Japanese side talked nonsense for a while, Zhang Yu simply tore off his face. He said arrogantly to Makino Nobuaki: "If you think we will make concessions, you might as well take all the means you have the guts to take. If all else fails, you can declare war."

The Japanese side didn't expect Zhang Yu's attitude to be arrogant to such an extent, but given the current balance of power between the two sides, Japan dared not declare war no matter what.

Looking at Makino Nobuaki's angry and aggrieved face, Zhang Yu sneered: "You are not convinced, are you? Or do you feel we insulted you? Then you can go find your British daddy, hug your British daddy's thigh and cry, 'Daddy, you have to decide for me! Daddy, you can't ignore me!'" Speaking of this, Zhang Yu waved his hand contemptuously at Makino Nobuaki, "Go! Go! Hurry up and cry to your daddy!"

Tang Shaoyi, who attended the meeting, was frightened by Zhang Yu's behavior, but he saw that the two young comrades Li Runshi and Wu Xiangyu, who also attended the meeting, had already burst into laughter. Looking at the Japanese's distorted faces with anger and trembling lips, Tang Shaoyi was really trembling with fear, afraid that the Japanese who had suffered such humiliation would really declare war.

The Japanese representative left the seat indignantly and didn't speak to the Chinese representative at any meeting later. But half a month passed, and the Japanese representative didn't have any declaration of war speech or posture.

After suffering such humiliation in diplomatic occasions, Japan dared not declare war at all. Even Tang Shaoyi saw Japan's weakness, but he still found his son-in-law Gu Weijun to discuss this matter.

Gu Weijun said in a knowing tone: "Father-in-law, weak countries have no diplomacy. If Japan declares war on us, can Japan resist if we fight into Korea?"

"This..." Tang Shaoyi already understood that once the Sino-Japanese war started, Japan could not win at all. But he still felt very uneasy, "What reaction will the British have?"

Gu Weijun replied: "Father-in-law, Minister Zhang's words are rough but the reasoning is not. Britain is Japan's daddy, but Japan is not Britain's daddy. Britain has a large amount of trade with us. If Britain goes to war with China because of Japan, this trade will be interrupted. Britain will have great economic losses. Britain is still waiting for Japan to pay tribute to Britain now; how could it pay any price for Japan?"

"But..." Tang Shaoyi still felt very unaccustomed to this way of thinking.

Being a young man after all, Gu Weijun got used to the latest situation earlier. He explained proudly: "We always say accept the status quo. What is the status quo? The status quo is that China has actually recovered most of its sovereignty and interests. What we need is just for foreign countries to publicly recognize this status quo. To change this status quo, the Japanese have to fight us. Since neither Japan nor Britain is sure of defeating us, they can only accept the status quo. Britain is willing to let Japan change the current status quo a bit, but that is treating Japan like a dog to order around. Japan is not stupid; they won't fight a war with absolutely no chance of winning."

After listening to this and connecting it with reality, Tang Shaoyi was also considered to have confirmed the current situation. He asked almost strugglingly: "What if the Japanese fight over? Won't the Central Committee pursue Minister Zhang's responsibility?"

Gu Weijun laughed: "If the Japanese fight over, we will fight them. What does this have to do with Minister Zhang? Is Minister Zhang the Emperor of Japan? If Minister Zhang tells the Japanese to do something, will the Japanese do it? Besides, the Japanese don't want to fight us, but we still want to fight the Japanese!"

Looking at his son-in-law's confident demeanor, Tang Shaoyi finally discovered where his greatest sense of maladjustment came from. Whether in the Manchu Qing era or the Beiyang era, once a tough Chinese official triggered a strong posture from foreign countries, the domestic government would make an issue of this Chinese official. However, during the period when the People's Party was in power, officials with a tough attitude were actually backed by the state. This world of difference was the change Tang Shaoyi could least adapt to.

Shang Yuan's actions after returning convinced Tang Shaoyi even more of his son-in-law Gu Weijun's judgment. Shang Yuan only asked if there was any content targeting China in the recently reached world standard agreements. If there was content targeting China, the Chinese side must argue strongly on just grounds. If not, the Chinese side could accept it.

Tang Shaoyi was mainly engaged in this aspect. He reported some situations; a considerable part of the newly established international organizations actually required membership fees.

"We'll pay them reasonable fees. What we want to do is integrate into this world, not close the door to guard ourselves. The key is the implementation of this agreement. We must find out whether there are clauses targeting China openly or secretly in the agreement. We can't be calculated by others." Shang Yuan replied.

Shang Yuan's calm attitude made Tang Shaoyi even more unaccustomed. In the Manchu Qing era, as long as it involved paying money, the imperial court would not consider it at all. The People's Party's attitude of trying hard to integrate into the world was diametrically opposed to the Manchu Qing.

In negotiations concerning individual countries, the Chinese delegation upheld the stance of defending national sovereignty tit for tat, not giving in an inch. In the stance within the entire international framework, China also had a clear attitude. The Chinese government firmly supported normal economic activities. And it repeatedly reiterated that even if China lacked funds at this stage and trade was in principle based on reciprocal trade amounts, China would not take this method as an unwavering stance. Therefore, China welcomed the establishment of normal exchanges between the banking industries of various countries and China, so as to make the Renminbi a world currency as soon as possible.

This statement, especially China's proposal of the internationalization of the Renminbi, made many countries laugh quite a bit. Chinese banks had no branches overseas, and as "fiat money," the Renminbi had no precious metals as collateral at all. The Chinese actually hoped that their "paper money" would become a world currency; wasn't this an international joke?

Adopting a series of targeted actions to protect its own interests, China did not participate in various ambitious actions of various countries. Plus, China did not sing high profile, but just confidently announced to countries around the world that China was very confident in its own development and welcomed countries to fully cooperate with China in trade and technology.

At the Paris Peace Conference filled with greed and ambition, China had quite a "fresh and pure" peaceful flavor.

According to the tacit understanding between the two sides, the US side received public support from China. However, President Wilson began to doubt whether pulling in China as a little partner was the right choice. The reason the US liked China, besides its large size, was the combat effectiveness China demonstrated. As a result, China was like a harmless little white rabbit at the Paris Peace Conference, pulling connections and talking business everywhere. Facing blackmail from countries like Britain and France, China could also refuse to give in to their faces, but didn't mention this matter at all in other places.

This mature diplomatic style was certainly praiseworthy, but it inevitably made China's image too weak. So weak that Japan dared to publicly propose a motion "requiring China to fulfill international treaties" at the general assembly attended by representatives from all countries.

Although the Chinese side raised objections saying this was a "problem between China and Japan," led by Britain and France, many countries still temporarily expressed their stance by betraying China's interests.

Of course, this was originally a problem between China and Japan, and all countries abstained in the actual voting. Only the Polish representative expressed strong support for Japan on this matter that had nothing to do with him at all. The US representative was stunned. Poland had not yet truly become independent, yet it tried to show its existence. What exactly did it want to do?

Anyway, representatives of most countries knew well not to participate in things with no profit. Plus, China expressed opposition with an extremely tough attitude and suggested that this matter could be negotiated separately after the Paris Peace Conference. The Chinese representative's motion was supported by representatives from various countries, and the international conference excluded this matter from the discussion scope of the Paris Peace Conference.

This was originally just a matter between two countries, and eventually returned to its original face. It would be discussed separately by the two countries involved, China and Japan. Anyway, after the Paris Peace Conference, this matter would be forgotten by all countries.

However, the Chinese delegation breathed a big sigh of relief about this. In the view of the Chinese delegation, this matter was not so simple. Having suffered enough from the "principle of consistency among the powers," the Chinese representative was very sensitive to such matters of China making concessions. Finally eliminating the threat of the "principle of consistency among the powers" was a huge breakthrough after all.

The Chinese side managed to get rid of the blow of the "principle of consistency among the powers" with difficulty, but this did not mean that the "principle of consistency among the powers" went bankrupt. Regarding striking Russia, China finally received a notification of the six-power joint meeting.

In fact, countries had their own ideas and actions long ago. After the Russian Revolution, the Russian Communist Party led by Lenin resolutely withdrew from the Great War. First, they discussed with the Entente Powers, but the Entente Powers didn't discuss this with Russia at all. So Lenin simply reached an agreement with the Central Powers and withdrew from the war after making major concessions. The Entente Powers were extremely dissatisfied with the treacherous action of the Russian Communist Party. Moreover, the World War did not bring any war benefits to any country at all. If they could carve up Russia a bit, it would be some territorial interest compensation for all countries.

So the Entente Powers had decided to jointly strike Russia.

The Japanese representative was truly impatient. Japan borders Russia. Since they encountered a huge failure in China, if they could bite off a few mouthfuls of meat from Russia fiercely and occupy large territories, it would naturally be a great thing for Japan.

The United States held the mentality of beating rabbits while gathering grass (doing something incidental while doing the main task). It would be best if they could take advantage, and it didn't matter if they couldn't.

The Chinese representative proposed the condition of not recognizing the old territorial agreement with Russia. This formally indicated that China was going to take action against Russia. However, the Chinese representative stated that China could only echo the actions of other Entente countries on the Sino-Russian border and was not prepared to send troops to participate in combat in the European part.

Britain and France were somewhat puzzled by China's attitude, while the Japanese side was very uneasy about China's statement of sending troops, but Japan had no way to oppose China sending troops.

The United States supported China's attitude, so this matter was settled like this.
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Chapter 232 Spoils Sharing Conference (4)

When Comrade Belkov visited Chen Ke for the second time on June 1, 1919, his attitude appeared much more composed than last time.

Comrade Lenin had already publicly shouted to China, unilaterally and permanently abolishing all unequal treaties imposed on China by Tsarist Russia after 1896. This attitude bore great pressure within the Russian Communist Party. As a member of the great powers, Russia knew the principle of consistency among the powers very well. Once concessions were made to a member of the Entente Powers, it would inevitably lead to a series of chain reactions.

Although Comrade Lenin tried his best to persuade his comrades that it was necessary to reach a good relationship with China and pry China, this unstable member of the Entente Powers, off the chain of the Entente Powers. But after the bitter battles of 1918, the Russian Communist Party already had certain confidence in dealing with European and American powers, and the comrades did not approve of making such large-scale concessions to a weak Eastern regime at this time.

The intelligence about China brought back by Comrade Belkov was valued, but when the newborn Soviet regime faced the disaster of total destruction, what intelligence was not worth valuing?

With the task of trying every means to get China's bottom line, Comrade Belkov once again went through a long trek and finally sat in front of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke did not intend to add any difficulty to Comrade Belkov's task. When Belkov asked where China's bottom line was, Chen Ke took out a map, which had already marked China's demands.

This was a map of the northern border that the Manchu Qing Dynasty once possessed. Belkov was speechless for a moment after reading it. In the western section, China entered Central Asia; in the eastern section, China restored the border line of the Treaty of Nerchinsk, simply including the vast area including the Trans-Siberian Railway directly. If China completed its goal, the north of Russia would be completely placed on the ice field.

Belkov didn't want to refute anything. Comrade Lenin was almost commanding the Russian Communist Party to fight bloody battles alone. Chen Ke in front of him was just like Comrade Lenin, almost restoring China from a declining Eastern country to its current appearance by his own strength alone. In that case, jumping, roaring, and cursing should be useless to Chen Ke. Comrade Belkov asked calmly: "May I ask Comrade Chen Ke, what is the purpose of your making this map?"

"The places I drew are all places the Manchu Qing Dynasty once reached. If in a more distant era, Russia didn't even exist. Such a border is meaningless to our two countries." Chen Ke said while pointing to the Trans-Siberian Railway in the eastern section of the map, "Since Russia built this railway, we are willing to recognize Russia's ownership of this railway. On the basis of recognizing Russia's ownership, negotiate a treaty for the joint use of this railway."

Comrade Belkov felt sincerity in Chen Ke's tone, so he particularly didn't understand what Chen Ke's attitude was. Frowning, Belkov asked: "Comrade Chen Ke, I want to know what you think this border line you drew means?"

"I think once this border is determined, then this border will represent peace. I very much hope that our two countries can have no troops stationed on this border. And considering the long term, I also hope to reach a mutual trust mechanism of notifying each other when both sides mobilize battalion-level troops within 50 kilometers of the border. Also friendly policies such as visa-free free travel for border personnel." Chen Ke answered very seriously.

Comrade Belkov was really speechless. He felt that playing dumb must have a bottom line, especially since a character like Chen Ke had no reason to be silly. Comrade Belkov had to remind Chen Ke, "Comrade Chen Ke, what I want to ask is, why do you think our country will accept such a border line?"

Chen Ke replied calmly: "Because in the territorial contention war that will inevitably break out later, you will find that the Chinese army you face is not an imperialist army. Our purpose is not to be hostile to the Soviet regime, nor to destroy Russia. What we want to take back is only the land we lost. I know that when Comrade Lenin fought against the Entente troops in Europe, by propagating the essence of imperialist war and propagating the fooling of their country's armies by the imperialist ruling class, he made those Entente troops give up their fighting will to fight with you..."

Listening to Chen Ke's calm narration, Comrade Belkov's expression was not calm. Chen Ke indeed very clearly elaborated on many key policies adopted by the Russian Communist Party, and policies that played a huge role. This showed that Chen Ke knew the Russian Communist Party very well, and there might even be people in the Russian Communist Party providing intelligence to the People's Party.

"...Comrade Belkov, there is a very interesting logical problem here. I also hope you can clarify it to Comrade Lenin after returning to Moscow. If the Russian Communist Party believes that it is just for you to inherit the Chinese territory seized by Russia through war, then relatively, it is also a kind of justice for us to retake our lost land through war. So in the future war, you will find that our soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army are different from those troops of the Entente Powers. We have no hostility towards Russia, and we are not even interested in the territory already occupied by Russia. What we want to retake is only the territory lost by our China. And our comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army will also be very clear that you and we both believe in communism." Chen Ke continued his elaboration.

Comrade Belkov listened to Chen Ke's calm elaboration with mixed feelings in his heart. His biggest doubt was whether Chen Ke was an imperialist or not. Undoubtedly, Chen Ke was absolutely a nationalist, but his attitude was very different from ordinary nationalists. That was, Chen Ke seemed not to have a disparagement of other nations because of nationalism. This was a very strange place. Chen Ke's nationalism was built on a very reciprocal attitude. Since Chen Ke admitted his own nationalism, he would equally respect others' nationalism. A mainstream nationalist admits that the nationalism he identifies with is correct, and at the same time will invariably think that other countries' nationalism is wrong.

"Then is there a possibility of avoiding such a war?" Comrade Belkov was unknowingly overwhelmed by Chen Ke's attitude, and he began to try more flexible methods.

Chen Ke replied: "The method is for your side to recognize this border line. We will not only not have a war with your side but will also immediately start to establish friendly relations with your side. War is a very expensive thing, especially for social systems like yours and ours, and the geographical location of this area. War will inevitably be a bottomless pit. Apart from devouring human lives and funds almost endlessly, the meaning of war may only be to determine a border line."

"Comrade Chen Ke, then why does your side insist on this border line?" Comrade Belkov still wanted to try his best to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke replied: "This is the land we lost. These lands are not lands we voluntarily gave up, but lands lost under your side's bayonets. So we want to retake these lands. This is China's problem, not our personal problem. This is also our difference from those imperialists. The imperialists besieging Russia now have ideas about the Russian Communist Party and Russia. But we China only have ideas about our China's own problems. So I hope Comrade Belkov can tell Comrade Lenin and those comrades of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party my attitude clearly. Even if war breaks out between our two sides, I also hope this war is clear, not a meaningless war mixed with various lies and propaganda. After all, no matter how the war ends eventually, I hope to be able to start restoring friendly relations with your country after the war ends. War may exist for a long time, but everyone hopes for peace."

Comrade Belkov knew that there was no need to continue talking. Chen Ke was either telling a big lie or telling the complete truth. But anyway, one thing has been confirmed now: the People's Party wants to march into Russian territory like other imperialist countries.

"Comrade Chen Ke, how about we establish liaison agencies with each other?" Comrade Belkov asked.

Chen Ke answered very simply: "Okay."

As soon as Comrade Belkov left the meeting room and had not even walked out of the gate of the Central Committee of the People's Party, Chen Ke continued to discuss the specific execution of the foreign war with the comrades of the Military Commission.

The Paris Peace Conference has now proved that China has probably temporarily got rid of the crisis of foreign invasion, but China is still expanding its military and preparing for war. The Military Commission plans to expand the size of the army from the current 3 million to 5.5 million. A newly formed 10th Group Army will be stationed in Laos, and the 11th and 12th Group Armies will be stationed in Northern Vietnam. Complete control of the local areas as soon as possible, and complete the work of incorporating the local areas into China as soon as possible.

In the north, the scale of the railway corps is vigorously expanded. Now the railway corps troops are building the railway to Urga (Kulun) like crazy. Russia has the Trans-Siberian Railway, and the Republic is also planning to build an east-west grand railway from the Northeast to Xinjiang. Once this railway is completed, China will obtain sufficient mobility in the north. However, it is estimated that the completion of this railway will take at least five years.

"The Paris Peace Conference is almost over. Should those comrades withdraw the medical teams in Europe quickly?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Withdraw the Chinese medical personnel in Britain to France temporarily first. At the same time, make a request to the United States to charter ships, hurry up." Chen Ke replied. War requires a large number of logistical medical personnel, and the Chinese side indeed needs these comrades who have been trained abroad.

"Then do we want to sign the final agreement? There is no issue regarding China's recovery of sovereignty in the agreement at all." This was what the comrades cared about most.

"Let them sign. As long as there are no treaties harming China's interests, we will sign these treaties. Sometimes one has to be able to endure." Chen Ke replied.

Soon, the Chinese delegation received domestic telegrams. Shang Yuan and others set up embassies and consulates in various European countries and tried their best to discuss and sign trade agreements with various European countries.

Italy's work efficiency was too low. Prime Minister Orlando bragged extravagantly, but actually, progress was very limited. For European reconstruction work, steel was once in short supply. Plus Italy thought China was easy to fool, and actually offered an astronomical price; the price of each ship was twice that of similar American ships.

Shang Yuan had to tell this Italian Prime Minister very bluntly, "One cannot be too greedy."

Heaven knows how this Prime Minister bragged to that bunch of ship manufacturers in Italy. After being politely refused by Shang Yuan to close the deal at an astronomical price, the Italian Prime Minister immediately sent a harshly worded telegram to Shang Yuan, accusing Shang Yuan of "having no commercial credit."

"Fuck his daddy's egg!" After reading the telegram, Shang Yuan was so angry that he cursed in his hometown Henan dialect. He originally thought that although the imperialist powers Britain and France engaging in hegemony were extremely hateful, at least Britain and France did business with some minimum commercial ethics. If the People's Party was stricter and didn't get fooled, basic business could still be done. Italy didn't even talk about minimum commercial credit now. This was really weird enough.

Zhang Yu advised: "Poor mountains and evil waters produce unruly people. If Italians worked diligently and steadily, wouldn't they have become a world power like Britain and France long ago? Trusting Italians is our own fault; let's adjust the strategy."

Shang Yuan knew Zhang Yu was right, but he never expected that even when the situation was so bad, no one in Europe was willing to do business with China seriously. It seemed that the only ones who could truly cooperate were probably the two old imperialist countries, Britain and France. This couldn't help but make Shang Yuan feel extremely frustrated. He said angrily: "Given the current situation, we are very likely to return empty-handed from Paris."

"Aren't we here to pave the way? Returning empty-handed is definitely out of the question." Zhang Yu continued to advise. Although advising, Zhang Yu was also very surprised by the bad situation. At the Paris Peace Conference dominated by Britain and France, if the comrades hadn't resisted strongly with the attitude of "dare to touch China's things, we will fight you desperately," let alone getting some soup while others ate meat, even the things in the People's Party's own pot would have almost been scooped away. If they had held even a tiny bit of illusion about the Paris Peace Conference before departure, China would probably have suffered a big loss.

Currently at the Paris Peace Conference, China has had a lot of dealings with countries around the world. What should be said has been said, and what should be bragged about has been bragged about. However, will things really bring significant benefits to China as Chen Ke expected? The comrades dared not be unconditionally optimistic.

Facts also proved that this worry was not superfluous.

US President Wilson tried hard to sell his concept of the "Fourteen Points" in Paris. Moreover, the United States possessed strong industrial strength. On the naval issue crucial to the world, through the efforts of US President Wilson, the United States finally obtained a level to contend with Britain.

And US President Wilson could be considered to have "taken good care" of China. Any proposals and agreements harmful to China, with Wilson's help, were dragged until after the Paris Peace Conference for separate discussion by relevant parties on the grounds of "unilateral agreement."

So although Europe and many regions completed the framework of the so-called "Versailles Treaty System" with various treaties, with the help of the United States, China still skillfully avoided the possibility of being restricted by the Treaty of Versailles.

However, the trouble finally appeared in the United States itself. President Wilson found that although he struggled to promote his personal "idealism" abroad, the US Congress did not buy it. The Congress rejected the proposal for the United States to join the "League of Nations" in two votes. Such a result directly led to the fact that the Americans, who were most active at the Paris Peace Conference, happened not to become a member state of the "League of Nations," the core part of the Treaty of Versailles.

On the contrary, China, because of Chen Ke's instructions, formally became a part of the "League of Nations" as a signatory state, despite many conditions that were actually not very favorable to China.

When the "Treaty of Versailles" was finally signed, Saionji Kinmochi, the head of the Japanese delegation, finally had a separate meeting with Shang Yuan. After Japanese Foreign Minister Makino Nobuaki was insulted to his face by Chinese Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu, he resolutely refused to have any contact with the Chinese delegation again.

Important leaders of two major countries in the Western Pacific sat together. The content of the discussion was about the issue of "racial equality" proposed by Makino Nobuaki on the Japanese side.

Japan's plenipotentiary representative, Makino Nobuaki, prepared for the psychological preparation of being the bird that sticks its head out, calling for the inclusion of abolishing racial discrimination and advocating racial equality in the League Covenant. In prior negotiations, the United States and Britain proposed that it could be accepted under the premise of modifying several clauses. However, Australia publicly rejected this proposal. The People's Party had absolutely no enthusiasm for this proposal but simply voted in favor.

After the committee officially started, the United States, which had the same problem as Australia, and Britain, the suzerain state of Australia at that time, both changed their previous positions and clearly expressed opposition. Later, Japan proposed a more compromise plan, that is, adding "agree to equality of all nations and fair treatment of citizens of all nations" in the preamble of the League Covenant. The voting result was that 11 out of 17 countries agreed. But the chairman, US President Wilson, declared the proposal invalid on the grounds that "such issues require unanimous passage to take effect."

Makino Nobuaki suffered such a setback, so he made such a speech at the conference: "I am worried about the future of the League of Nations. Only when there is a chance, I will definitely raise such issues again." After the meeting ended, British Prime Minister Lloyd George walked to Makino's side and shook hands with him, saying: "I admire Japan's attitude very much."

Saionji Kinmochi found that although the People's Party voted in support of this proposal every time, its attitude was obviously cold. However, the United States, considered by all countries as China's ally, resolutely opposed this proposal, but China did not mean to echo the United States at all. The subtle feeling in between made Saionji Kinmochi risk being insulted again to have a talk with Shang Yuan, who looked quite steady in the People's Party.

Shang Yuan laughed: "Mr. Saionji, Australia and the United States are very xenophobic. It is impossible for you to ask them to vote in favor of this matter. You know that the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' in the United States has not been cancelled yet."

Saionji of course knew about the "Chinese Exclusion Act," which was also the most confusing thing for the Japanese side. Why could China endure such humiliation and still collude with the United States? After Makino Nobuaki was greatly insulted by Zhang Yu, he returned to the station of the Japanese mission and couldn't help cursing loudly, "The United States is China's sugar daddy!"

Looking at Saionji's suspicious expression, Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing: "Equality is a noun, an evaluation. What we pursue is de facto equality. Shouting anything with the mouth is useless."

Saionji Kinmochi still couldn't quite understand Shang Yuan's meaning and continued to look at Shang Yuan with suspicious eyes. Shang Yuan didn't have any illusions about the Japanese's strength and mentality either. He stood up, picked up a pen, wrote a sentence, and handed it to Saionji Kinmochi.

A gentleman is ashamed if his cultivation is not refined, but not ashamed if he is seen as dirty; ashamed if he is not trustworthy, but not ashamed if he is not trusted; ashamed if he is incompetent, but not ashamed if he is not used.

Shang Yuan's brush calligraphy was quite excellent. After writing, he handed the paper to Saionji Kinmochi, "I hope Mr. Saionji can encourage each other with me!"

This was Shang Yuan's heartfelt words!
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Chapter 233 Spoils Sharing Conference (5)

The Paris Peace Conference did not bring explicit benefits to China, but merely acknowledged the existence of numerous conflicts of interest between China and the powers. The People's Party's newspapers only simply reported these facts, and the only evaluation was that these problems would be resolved one by one in the future.

The young comrades within the party were quite surprised by this. Until now, the People's Party had been invincible both domestically and internationally. Comrades who had not participated in the Paris Peace Conference thought that the peace conference would be like a domestic battlefield, a place where the People's Party could run freely. Therefore, some comrades almost openly accused the delegation of ineffective work on this matter.

Anyway, there was discipline within the party, as well as various forms of notification mechanisms and study meetings. After the comrades who personally participated in the peace conference returned to report their experiences, through urgently convened layer-by-layer study meetings and guidance within the party, no matter what the comrades thought in their hearts, they at least verbally admitted that they must continue to struggle hard and contribute to China's construction cause.

However, many domestic newspapers were not operated by the People's Party. For various purposes, various comments began to appear in these newspapers. "Criticism of the People's Party's weak diplomacy" soon became the mainstream of such comments. Even dogs dislike those who have been in charge for three years. For those running newspapers, even if not out of hostility, simply openly criticizing and mocking the powerful People's Party was indeed a very pleasant thing.

Zhang Yu had already accumulated a bellyful of anger at the Paris Peace Conference. When he returned to China and looked at the newspapers, the overwhelming articles were actually mocking the incompetence of the People's Party. Although they didn't dare to directly say comments like "humiliating the nation and forfeiting its sovereignty," various nonsensical remarks mixed with sarcasm and far-fetched associations based on speculation really made Zhang Yu feel furious.

"We have to deal with these birdmen properly!" Zhang Yu said angrily at the Standing Committee meeting.

Chen Ke laughed: "Then what law do you think they violated?"

"Newspapers are full of nonsense, but can they talk nonsense on this kind of thing?" Zhang Yu said angrily.

Chen Ke didn't want to say anything for the time being. He had seen too much nonsense without a bottom line than these reports. Considering from a more positive angle, at least no newspaper now said how kind Britain and France were and that China should willingly sell its sovereignty to Britain and France. Just this point was much more principled than a considerable number of newspapers in the 21st century. Of course, in this era of Chinese national rejuvenation, in an era where the masses really dared to smash newspaper offices, newspaper offices also had to consider their own safety.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Zhang Yu turned his head annoyedly, and as a result, he saw Xu Dian at a glance. He asked: "Xu Dian, you are in charge of the judiciary. Is there any way judicially?"

Xu Dian expressed helplessly, "The newspapers are only publishing comments now and haven't reached the point of fabricating facts. They have freedom of speech."

"According to what you say, can't we punish these birdmen?" Zhang Yu said angrily.

Seeing that Zhang Yu wanted to get real, Chen Ke advised: "Alright, alright, let's leave this matter as it is for now. Newspapers also rely on gimmicks to make a living, and they are not official newspapers. We just need to selectively tell some truths, and they can't tell any truths either. In this world, everyone has to compromise."

Whether appeasing or forcibly suppressing, Chen Ke finally managed to make Zhang Yu temporarily suppress his boiling anger. The topic continued back to business. "Comrades, I am going to do something very unrealistic, that is, map expansion."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked someone to bring out a map. This was the result of more than a year of struggle by the Beiyang Literature and History Institute and the National Library under the People's Party. In the vast South China Sea, combining all intelligence from China and foreign countries, whether exposed above the water or not, wherever there was a place name, China named it and encircled it into China's territorial waters.

Chen Ke said: "If our ships can go there, then go there. If they can't go, we also have to shout it out first. Whether these islands are above water all year round or underwater all year round, it doesn't matter. What matters is that they have been China's inherent territory since ancient times. They are an inseparable part of China."

Looking at the sea area half the size of China, the Politburo did not fully understand Chen Ke's meaning for a moment. "Chairman Chen, what do you mean?"

"I mean, this map must be propagated. Don't care whether other countries agree or oppose it; that's not important. What is important is that this sea area is China's territorial waters, and these islands are China's national land since ancient times." Chen Ke emphasized the words "since ancient times" very heavily, and the comrades of the Politburo quickly understood some of Chen Ke's meaning.

"Then to what extent should we emphasize it? Submit to the League of Nations, or military confrontation?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Just let them know there is such a thing. Don't make people feel that we will resort to force for this. But we must declare first. In the system after the Treaty of Versailles, it's probably whoever claims ownership first possesses greater legitimacy. Ultimate legitimacy is determined by cannons. Since we don't have actual existing cannons, then let's use mouth cannons (verbal attacks/claims) first." Chen Ke replied.

This was one of the historical achievements of Beiyang back then. Chen Ke had seen the map of the South China Sea drawn by Beiyang, which was much more exaggerated than the one by the Kuomintang. As a latecomer in history, Chen Ke believed that he had no reason to do worse than Beiyang.

Chen Ke followed up with an explanation: "I have to entrust comrades to do this matter; I feel I can't do it well myself. Moreover, this is completely a mouth cannon problem in diplomacy, purely mouth cannon, it's fooling people. So the attitude cannot be tough. If we can make various countries feel that this is a joke we made, that would be best. We should also make full use of the nonsensical remarks of some domestic newspapers. Anyway, this is a kind of public opinion. We are under strong pressure from public opinion."

Zhang Yu blinked a few times and suddenly laughed out loud. Even Shang Yuan, who felt Chen Ke's suggestion was too ridiculous, couldn't help showing a wry smile.

After discussing the map expansion, the Standing Committee continued to discuss more practical issues. By July 1919, the development of the People's Party's industrial strength, especially the steel production level, reached a new high. The domestic 15-ton open-hearth furnace finally passed the acceptance check, and the domestic oxygen top-blown converter also entered the finalization stage. After a large number of newly built steel mills were put into production, it was estimated that steel output could exceed 2.4 million tons in 1919. In the plan for 1920, crude steel output was likely to reach or even exceed the level of 3.6 million tons.

"The steel mill exhaust gas collection system, and small turbine generators utilizing exhaust gas, are all being worked on. But there is absolutely no certainty about the progress." You Gou reported work to other Standing Committee members.

Fortunately, Chinese, especially the modern Chinese system "planned" by Chen Ke, had basically taken shape. Even if the Standing Committee members didn't understand technology, they could probably have a minimum concept upon hearing the terms.

"Utilizing exhaust gas?" Zhang Yu was relatively interested in technology, so he asked.

"Yes, simply put, it can save a lot of costs. Of course, technological project establishment and development, as well as the establishment funds for the basic categories of related national laboratories, it is estimated that thirty years later, or after the scale of our steel mills expands fifty times, there will be a day when the costs can be recovered." You Gou was a bit incoherent.

"What exactly does this mean?" Zhang Yu didn't understand.

"What I mean is that the state must support these technologies, and not just for a year or two. This is a long-term investment process. Fortunately, Chairman Chen proposed the principle design and practical ideas, so we don't have to grope out of thin air." You Gou instinctively explained in the language of the technical department.

However, seeing the comrades seeming to understand but not really understanding, You Gou directly switched to another line of thought, "...Let's put it this way, half of the money we earned from selling vigor pills (stimulants) to Europe and America has now been invested in this."

Now all Standing Committee members and the two non-Standing Committee members attending the meeting understood You Gou's meaning. Everyone except Chen Ke changed their expressions; the comrades knew what a huge sum of money that was.

You Gou's expression didn't change because she had changed her face countless times when facing various industrial plans. Anyway, You Gou accepted project development directly entrusted by Chen Ke, and the success rate was surprisingly high. Even for unsuccessful ones, everyone knew where exactly they got stuck and in which aspects continued investment was needed. So You Gou replied very proudly: "I have to correct a wrong idea of comrades. The basis of industrialization is continuous investment. Industrialization will make production and life more and more convenient, but industrialization itself can only become more and more expensive. Because this is a system, the industrial system needs to precipitate countless money and countless labor. This is something piled up with human labor and even human lives."

"Why does this sound like a demon?" Zhang Yu laughed.

You Gou replied with an unhappy look: "If Minister Zhang, you really prepare to understand it this way, I don't want to refute you either. We have paid human lives on every project. This is not my exaggeration; this is a fact. Because of that exhaust gas, it's not that we haven't poisoned people to death. It's not just one or two people who got caught in the fan and chopped up. I have even seen these things with my own eyes, so I also hope comrades have a certain understanding."

Looking at Zhang Yu's somewhat ugly expression, You Gou replied: "It's not just on the battlefield that there are martyrs; we in the industrial sector also have many martyrs. But you can also call them not paying attention to labor safety protection, but without these lives, it is impossible to awaken workers' concern for labor safety protection."

The Standing Committee members nodded slightly. Anyway, what they heard every day was all kinds of news, among which bad news and unfavorable news accounted for the vast majority. Even for good news, there were also many unknown sacrifices behind it. This is modern industrial society. If in agricultural society, deaths could be attributed to natural and man-made disasters, in modern industrial society, human lives are used to fill a path that continuously moves forward. So sometimes, this society seems even more "inhumane."

"Okay, next question. Navy construction issue!" Chen Ke continued to the next topic.



★


Spoils Sharing Conference 6

Volume 5 - Chapter 235

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 234 Spoils Sharing Conference (6)

"Everything for the front line, everything for victory!" Under the call of the Bolshevik Central Committee in Russia, the Russian people threw themselves into the war.

1919 was an arduous year for the Russian Communist Party, and also a glorious year. Foreign invaders, domestic White Armies, and Mensheviks finally stood together nakedly. In Russia, in addition to the Soviets established by the Bolsheviks, a large number of Mensheviks also established their own Soviet regimes. While resisting the White Armies and foreign intervention forces, the Bolsheviks strove to win over the masses and forcefully eliminate Menshevik regimes in various places.

Any regime that does not stand with the people, any regime that cannot be combined with the people, will be helpless in the face of people's war. On this point, there is actually no difference in countries all over the world.

Strategically speaking, the Russian Communist Party had prevented the two military forces of Kolchak and Denikin from joining forces. If these two had completely opened up contact with each other in 1918, the result would have been terrible.

However, by 1919, the Bolsheviks had established their own grassroots organizations in the vast Russian countryside, uprooting the weak grassroots organizations of the White Armies and Mensheviks from the Russian land. The remaining battles became merely heavy troop encirclement and suppression of the enemy.

In July 1919, the Red Army besieged Kolchak's stronghold, and the battle for the city of Zlatoust had entered a critical moment. But when a not-so-large British force resolutely broke through the Red Army controlled area and entered Kolchak's controlled area, the situation became even stranger.

The Russian Communist Party did not want a full-scale war with the Entente Powers. Any conflict that could lead to an excuse for greater intervention by the Entente Powers was something the Red Army tried to avoid. Especially since this British force openly marched under the banner of delivering humanitarian aid, the Red Army wanted to avoid trouble even more. After all, this was just a British force with a scale of less than a regiment. Such a number of troops could not fundamentally reverse the war situation. Moreover, after contacting Kolchak, the British force retreated quickly.

Next, the Red Army soon discovered that the situation had changed greatly.

Kolchak's army was not bad in number, and its combat capability and level were not inferior to the Red Army troops. Their biggest problem was low morale. As the army of exploiters, they did not fight for themselves. This army was not rooted in the people of this country but attached to the ruling class. In simple smooth-sailing battles, the army might still show certain combat effectiveness. Once entering a cruel war of attrition, or when great willpower was needed to overwhelm the fear of death, such an army would wither.

Although the Russian Red Army did not have the systematic theoretical construction and large amount of practical summary of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party, compared with Kolchak's troops, the Russian Red Army was still a force rooted in the Russian people.

Therefore, through the arduous battles in the early stage, the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Red Army had completed preparations before the campaign. Then the 5th Army attacking Zlatoust and the 2nd Army attacking Yekaterinburg encountered stubborn resistance from Kolchak's troops.

This was truly stubborn resistance. In every trench, on every high ground, in every combat place, Kolchak's army fought fearlessly of death. The qualities of being unyielding, fighting to the death without retreating, and persisting to the end, originally possessed by the Red Army, were vividly displayed in Kolchak's troops.

The most special thing was the spirit of daring to attack. The Red Army relied on this offensive spirit to finally overwhelm the enemy in every battle. When Kolchak's army encountered heavy casualties, they always lost morale quickly, or tried to seek an easier attack route for victory, or gathered firepower to try to overwhelm the Red Army. The Red Army relied on will to defeat these quite experienced White Armies time and again.

Now the White Army faced by the Red Army fought to the death without retreating during the day. At critical moments when positions were in danger of being breached, many White troops did not call for artillery support, let alone abandon positions to flee. Led by officers, the White troops raised their bayonets and launched counter-charges against the Red Army. The officers in front were beaten down, and those behind held up the White Army's military flag to continue charging. When entering a bloody competition of combat capability and combat skills, the advantage of the White Army was displayed. Many positions were occupied by the Red Army only after paying huge sacrifices and after all the defending White troops died in battle.

And after a day of arduous fighting, the White Army launched a counterattack at night. The exhausted Red Army had never encountered such a large-scale comprehensive night counterattack. Both the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Russian Red Army suffered heavy losses in the night battle.

After three days of fighting, the party members and backbone elements in the 5th Army and the 2nd Army were exhausted, and the White Army also suffered heavy casualties. At this critical moment, it was the White Army that "mustered up courage." They launched a desperate attack with fanatical fighting spirit, almost completely defeating the 5th Army and the 2nd Army of the Russian Red Army. Seeing that they could no longer achieve the campaign objectives, the two Red Army armies could only retreat with hatred all the way.

The Russian Communist Party was not without gains. After interrogating the White Army personnel captured in these two battles, they finally figured out that the "humanitarian aid" provided by that small British force to the White Army was a kind of drug. Through channels of people in the Entente Powers who sympathized with and supported the Russian Revolution, the Russian Communist Party learned that these drugs were "Divine Body Protection Pills" purchased by Britain from China.

According to intelligence obtained from Britain and France, Britain and France had no intention of continuing the war with China after World War I. Because this "Divine Body Protection Pill" developed by People's Party Chairman Chen Ke showed terrible power in the just-concluded World War, the high-level officials of Britain and France lost their will to fight just by imagining the scene of British and French ground forces invading China facing the charge of millions of Chinese troops taking this drug. No one was willing to fight a war destined to fail.

After the Russian Communist Party obtained a small amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" through channels, they conducted experiments in the Russian Red Army. Physical strength, brain power, attention—in every aspect, the users showed great improvement. Moreover, this drug could promote a strong desire to attack, and desire to attack is one of the pillars of victory on the battlefield. The drug could trigger physiological impulses that overwhelmed class consciousness, which greatly surprised the Russian Communist Party.

Chen Ke's attribute as a chemist was recorded in the archives established by various countries in the world targeting Chen Ke. The sulfonamides and Chuanbei Loquat Syrup used by the medical teams of the People's Party in helping Britain and France treat the "Spanish Flu" had good efficacy, which made the Russian Communist Party believe in the credibility of this drug even more.

The only thing that could make the Russian Communist Party feel "relieved" was that this "Divine Body Protection Pill" was expensive, and Britain only provided it to Kolchak's troops when seeing the situation was extremely unfavorable. It was said that the British's own stock was also very limited. But this "relief" itself was also very limited. Because Britain could purchase these drugs in large quantities from China and provide them to various White Armies including Kolchak.

Britain didn't even need to do it; Kolchak controlled the western part of the Ural Mountains, and they could purchase these drugs directly from China via land routes.

This counterattack also repelled the offensive of the Russian Red Army. In particular, in order to obtain victory on the Eastern Front, the Red Army supplemented a large number of party members, Communist Youth League members, and trade union members to the front line. The hard fight with Kolchak certainly caused heavy losses to Kolchak, but the backbone of the Russian Red Army also suffered heavy losses.

Most importantly, Kolchak had a brand-new means of controlling the army. If the drug could effectively stimulate the fighting will of the White Army, Kolchak could use a large number of troops with weak fighting will to launch terrible offensives against the Red Army. This would be a terrible problem.

Next, the Russian Communist Party indeed saw a chain reaction. In June, counter-revolutionary rebellions occurred at the Krasnaya Gorka (Red Hill) Fort and Grey Horse Fort near Petrograd. The Red Army Navy risked sending a fleet and a large number of troops to suppress the two forts occupied by counter-revolutionaries, but the numerically superior Red Army could not conquer them for a long time. Even tragic hand-to-hand combat could not make the enemies in the forts lose their will to fight. The rebels could go without sleep for days and nights, resisting fiercely day and night.

After strictly blocking the news, the Russian Communist Party had to reformulate its strategy. When the enemy might erupt with unexpected combat effectiveness, this new situation made the Red Army feel extremely thorny.

The Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party believed that a large amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" must absolutely not be allowed to continue flowing into the Russian Civil War. Even if they tore their faces with the British and French intervention forces, they could not allow the situation to undergo such a major change. In addition to controlling the contact between foreign intervention forces and Kolchak, they also had to find a way to prevent China from providing "Divine Body Protection Pills" to the White Army side. In the news brought back by Comrade Belkov, Chen Ke made territorial demands to Russia, and listening to Chen Ke's meaning, Chen Ke might want to paralyze the Russian Communist Party, or genuinely want to maintain good relations with the Russian Communist Party. Anyway, the People's Party did not hold hostility towards the Russian Communist Party at this time. Then negotiation was an effective way to solve the problem. Even if deceptive means were used, China, this seemingly weakest link in the imperialist chain, must be pried off from the noose put around the neck of the Russian Communist Party by imperialism.

Millions of drugged Chinese troops killing their way into Russia from the empty Siberian direction, or even killing their way towards Moscow through Central Asia—Comrade Lenin, who imagined this, also felt very uncomfortable in his heart. If they wanted to solve the China problem through diplomacy, they couldn't simply send a Comrade Belkov. While the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party had not yet decided on the candidate, the White Army had already started launching offensive battles against Moscow again from various directions. The White Army, supplemented by lumpenproletariat, rich peasants, and even a large number of middle peasants, showed considerable combat effectiveness on various fronts.

The failure of the offensive battle on the Eastern Front triggered a chain reaction. Not only these White Armies, but also the intervention cannon fodder troops dispatched by small countries around Russia showed a considerable degree of "combat effectiveness" in the subsequent battles. From July to September, after a series of bloody battles, the Red Army finally stabilized the situation. Every "outstandingly performing" White Army and intervention force showed signs of taking drugs before the battle. A small amount of "Divine Body Protection Pills" was found in the pockets of many officer corpses.

Such losses were almost unbearable for the Russian Red Army. The backbone elements in the Red Army, especially political commissars, led the attack in large numbers during battles, and the loss rate far exceeded that of ordinary soldiers. In previous battles, as long as these elite backbones defeated the enemy's backbone, the remaining enemy troops would collapse without fighting. In current battles, the elite of the Russian Red Army had to be exchanged for the enemy's cannon fodder troops. Such an exchange ratio was almost unbearable for the Red Army.

The main forces of the Red Army were also composed of ordinary people. Without enough leading examples, they would also feel fear and panic. When these troops faced the subsequent attacks by the elite troops of the White Army, the outcome was not favorable to the Russian Red Army.

To avoid the worst-case scenario, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party finally chose Trotsky to go to China with Comrade Belkov. Just before this ultra-high-level diplomatic team started to go to China, the Russian Communist Party received good news: the "Divine Body Protection Pills" purchased by the Entente Powers during World War I were running out. If the supply channel from China could be cut off, the pressure on the Soviet Communist Party in the subsequent war would be greatly reduced.

Although Kolchak controlled the eastern region of Moscow, the Russian Communist Party opened up a transportation line. Through this transportation line, the Russian Communist Party delegation could contact the People's Party as soon as possible.

By mid-October, the Russian Communist Party delegation, which took a great risk to notify the People's Party in advance, finally met the Chinese troops entering Russian territory through China's Outer Mongolia. This meeting itself proved one thing to the Russian Communist Party: the People's Party was still willing to establish good relations with the Russian Communist Party as they said.

When the Russian Communist Party delegation went south from Outer Mongolia, they found that China was intensively building a railway connecting Kulun (Urga) to southern China, and some sections were even temporarily open to traffic. Like most railway trial runs, the first to run were "road-pressing" freight trains loaded with a lot of things. The vehicles from south to north naturally carried railway construction materials. Those from north to south carried large quantities of goods such as ores and wool.

If a war broke out between China and Russia, this railway would be China's transportation artery. Russia did not have much population in the Far East and Siberia. Such a railway would allow China to transport a large number of troops and materials to the war front. A protracted war on the ice field would be a disaster for Russia.

The meeting place was not Wuhan, but Zhangjiakou. People's Party Propaganda Minister Zhang Yu was already waiting for Comrade Trotsky in Zhangjiakou.

In this talk, Trotsky first stated that the Russian Communist Party was willing to implement good-neighborly and friendly relations with China. But he personally did not support the action of changing the border line, "Peace is by no means unilaterally imposed by one party on the other. If we want to maintain true peace, I think mutual recognition based on the current status quo and agreeing on future friendship is the most important."

"Comrade Trotsky, the treaty we want to sign with the Russian Communist Party is different from the 'Treaty of Brest-Litovsk'," Zhang Yu didn't care about provoking Trotsky's mood at all; he said straight to the point, "The so-called cannot be imposed is because your Russian Communist Party tries to inherit the treaties imposed on us by Russia. Of course, it is easy to have self-confidence in such things. But what we advocate is that we want to take back what we were once forcibly deprived of. This feeling is more urgent and intense than the feeling of justice you possess."

Trotsky knew the proposition of the People's Party, but he didn't expect Zhang Yu to be tough to this extent.

However, this was just the beginning for Zhang Yu. He handed a thick document to Trotsky. "Comrade Trotsky, we want our army's propaganda to be based solely on facts. To what extent will these facts stimulate the fighting will of our troops? I hope you can say something after reading these."

Trotsky opened these documents; some were in Chinese, and some were in Russian. The top part was the record of the Hailanpao (Blagoveshchensk) Massacre.

The massacre of Chinese residents living in Hailanpao by Tsarist Russia from July 16 to 21, 1900, caused the death of more than 5,000 Chinese people. The Hailanpao Massacre and the Sixty-Four Villages East of the River Massacre that occurred on July 17, 1900, are collectively known as the "Gengzi Russian Disaster."

After the "Heilongjiang Incident," an atmosphere of terror shrouded inside and outside Hailanpao City, and incidents of persecuting Chinese people increased unabated. Representatives of Chinese residents asked Gribsky for instructions on whether the Chinese in the city needed to evacuate. He deceived the representatives, saying that Chinese people "can stay where they are without worry." Subsequently, he ordered a ban on Chinese people crossing the river, detained all ferries, and sent cavalry to disperse the crowd preparing to cross the river.

On July 16, 1900, Gribsky ordered the arrest of all Chinese people without leaving a single one. A crazy massive arrest began. Fully armed Tsarist Russian soldiers broke into Chinese residences and shops, arresting and taking away everyone regardless of gender or age, "even infants in arms were forcibly pulled out." More than 1,500 Chinese fled outside the city to hide but were also searched out by Russian soldiers. Many were stabbed to death alive by bayonets, and the living were "driven into the police station like being driven into a beast pen." Nearly 3,500 people were arrested that day. The police station couldn't accommodate them, so they were escorted to a sawmill by the Zeya River that night.

On July 17, 1900, the Hailanpao City Police Station drove all the detained Chinese to the bank of the Heilongjiang River (Amur River), lying that they would be ferried across to the other bank by boat. But there was not even a single boat on the shore. Arriving at the riverbank, Russian soldiers waved their sabers and drove all the Chinese "straight into the water." "When women threw their children onto the shore, begging to spare at least the children's lives, Russian soldiers caught these babies, picked them up on bayonets, and cut the babies into pieces." A mother "left her child on the shore and walked into the river herself," but after walking a few steps, she came back to hug the child and walked into the water. Finally, she had to go ashore again to "put down her precious child," and the inhumane Russian soldiers slashed and killed the child and his mother.

A Russian soldier who participated in the massacre recorded the entire massacre process:

"When arriving at Blagoveshchensk, the eastern sky was crimson, illuminating the Heilongjiang water like blood. Russian troops holding bayonets surrounded the crowd, leaving the riverbank side open, and constantly compressing the encirclement. Officers waved sabers and shouted crazily: 'Those who disobey orders will be shot immediately!' The crowd began to be pushed into the turbid current of the Heilongjiang like an avalanche. The crowd screamed madly, their voices shaking the blue sky. Some tried desperately to push through the crowd to escape the net; some trampled on the squeezed-down women and babies in an attempt to escape. These people were either kicked into mid-air by cavalry horses' hooves or stabbed to the ground by cavalry bayonets. Immediately, Russian soldiers fired together. Shouts, cries, gunshots, and angry curses mixed together. The tragic situation was indescribable, simply a picture of hell."

Yang Jigong, a clerk of the Aihun Deputy Commander-in-Chief's Yamen, recorded: "At 11 am on the 21st (July 17th in the Gregorian calendar), looking across to the other bank, Russians drove countless overseas Chinese to surround the riverbank, the noise shaking the wild. Looking closely, Russian soldiers each held swords and axes, chopping east and slashing west, severing corpses and crushing bones. The sound shocked the nose with sourness. The heavily injured died on the bank, the lightly injured died in the river, and those uninjured all threw themselves into the water and drowned. Skeletons floated and overflowed, covering the river and ocean."

Those who witnessed this massacre all felt "hair stand on end and heartbroken." Even the slaughterers were condemned by their conscience. A Russian volunteer soldier said, "The killing side completely exterminated humanity; they were either devils or beasts. To see such a tragic scene in the human world... is simply a nightmare. If the people killed were all men who still had the ability to struggle, perhaps it would not be so tragic," but seeing "mothers clutching babies trying to escape being stabbed down one after another, and babies rolling from their bosoms being crushed," "only those beasts with absolutely no humanity can stand it!"

Zhang Yu looked at Trotsky, whose face was terrible, and said coldly: "These facts are our propaganda materials. And this is only 19 years ago from now."
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Since Trotsky was responsible for negotiating with the People's Party, he and some comrades had also done a lot of homework, such as searching for materials in Moscow's huge database. After reading a considerable amount of cruel orders issued by Russia during its expansion in the East, Trotsky was not too surprised by the Hailanpao (Blagoveshchensk) Massacre. The Tsar had always had the idea of establishing "Yellow Russia," and this was just policy execution. If anything surprised Trotsky, it was probably the rise of People's Party China.

Before China fell into the disaster of total destruction, Chinese revolutionaries suddenly stood up to save the country with such a rapid posture, forcefully stopping the trend of China sliding into the abyss. If not for witnessing the results of these fruitful efforts with his own eyes, Trotsky would have thought that this was just a Chinese dream.

However, since China had begun to reverse its declining trend, the neighboring countries that once dared to treat China arrogantly clearly felt that days were getting harder. For example, the example of the massacre carried out by Russia cited by Zhang Yu. Such things would inevitably trigger a full-scale war between any great powers, and China and Russia could not be an exception.

So Trotsky asked calmly: "I wonder who the People's Party thinks should be responsible for this matter?"

Zhang Yu replied: "From the perspective of our People's Party, this is our own responsibility. We did not fulfill the obligation of defending the land and the country, which led to the fate of our compatriots being massacred. So no matter what, we must retake the land China lost, and then firmly guard China's territory."

The meaning in these words could not be clearer. The People's Party firmly stated that there would be no concessions on the border line issue.

Trotsky knew that it was impossible to influence the People's Party's attitude on the issue of China marching north. Since that was the case, what could be discussed was another issue. "If your side insists on going north, then your side will face Kolchak. I wonder what your side plans to do."

Zhang Yu frowned slightly, "Comrade Trotsky, haven't you discovered that the reason why we negotiate repeatedly with your side on this issue is that we firmly believe one thing: the Russian Communist Party will inevitably win the Russian Liberation War and become the final victor? If our attitude were not firm enough, then why would we waste so many words with your side on this matter?"

Trotsky was stunned. This was actually the view Comrade Lenin proposed to the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party before this trip. Comrade Lenin predicted that the People's Party firmly believed in the victory of the Russian Communist Party, so the People's Party wanted to establish a relatively friendly relationship with the Russian Communist Party. The Russian Communist Party internally did not agree much with Comrade Lenin's prediction, but unexpectedly, Comrade Lenin's prediction came true again.

Ignoring Trotsky's silence, Zhang Yu continued: "The reason why we want to discuss this issue repeatedly with the Russian Communist Party is that we hope that when the army of the Russian Communist Party enters the East in the future, both sides will have reached an agreement on the border line issue. At that time, there will definitely be many small frictions between the two sides on the detailed determination of the border, but at least there will be no full-scale conflict in the general direction. I emphasize again, what we want to take back is only the territory taken by Russia. We do not want to start a meaningless war with the Russian Communist Party because of coveting Russian territory. That is worthless."

After Zhang Yu's explanation, Trotsky finally connected the internal logic of these statements by the People's Party. Regardless of what concerns the Russian Communist Party had, looking at the attitude of the People's Party from the written and verbal expressions all along, the internal logic was consistent.

The People's Party believed in the inevitability of the Russian Communist Party's victory, and also had the determination to retake the lost territory at all costs. Before a full-scale conflict with the Russian Communist Party broke out, the People's Party still wanted to reach an agreement with the Russian Communist Party on this issue through negotiation.

Whether it was the railway to Outer Mongolia, or the collection and summary of historical materials by the People's Party to mobilize the people to the greatest extent, or various drugs including "Divine Body Protection Pills," and even the discussions between the People's Party and the Russian Communist Party. All war preparations were being promoted step by step. If an agreement with the Russian Communist Party could be reached, the People's Party could obtain the territory they expected at the minimum cost. Even if the negotiation failed, the People's Party could completely start taking action unilaterally after preparations were completed.

Facing such a shrewd and calculating opponent, Trotsky suddenly became very puzzled. The information showed that Chen Ke was born in 1880. Trotsky was one year older than Chen Ke, and the core leaders of the People's Party were mostly younger than Trotsky. No matter how you look at it, they shouldn't be such a group of people. Are Easterners born with a longer-term vision than Westerners? Trotsky even gave birth to a feeling completely inconsistent with the basic theory of Marxism.

The meeting took a break here. Trotsky proposed to continue the negotiation two days later on the grounds of needing rest. Zhang Yu did not press step by step and immediately agreed.

Trotsky and the Russian Communist Party delegation conducted a comprehensive discussion on the current situation. The basis of the discussion became "The People's Party genuinely supports the Russian Communist Party as they said." However, another deduction result that greatly surprised the Russian Communist Party delegation appeared in the sand table deduction.

Even if the People's Party had no hostility towards the Russian Communist Party and no subjective malice towards Russia. However, once the Russian Communist Party reached a new border treaty with the People's Party, it would turn out that every attack by the Russian Communist Party on Kolchak objectively helped the People's Party reduce the pressure of marching north. The People's Party didn't even need to march north earlier than the Russian Communist Party. As long as they waited until the Russian Communist Party began to march into Siberia and the Far East, the People's Party could start later but arrive first, reaching the border agreed upon by both sides. Everything the Russian Communist Party did was working for the People's Party.

But if the Russian Communist Party was unable to destroy the White Army under Kolchak, it meant that the Russian Communist Party itself had not yet won the victory of the Russian Revolution, then the People's Party would have plenty of time to make calm preparations for the march.

So overall, the Russian Civil War itself was the root of the People's Party's profit. The more cruel the civil war, the more advantageous the position of the People's Party. In order to end the cruel civil war in Russia as soon as possible, it was difficult for the Russian Communist Party to refuse cooperation with the People's Party. Cooperation with the Russian Communist Party happened to guarantee the People's Party's profit to the greatest extent.

"This man Chen Ke is a devil!" Trotsky said angrily at the end of the deduction. Unless the People's Party suddenly collapsed like the German regime, this was an outcome of "counting money in a sack" that the Russian Communist Party could not avoid at all.

Comrade Belkov could only sigh; anger was meaningless. When the situation had reached this point, one could only pinch one's nose and accept it. In fact, according to the intelligence obtained by Comrade Belkov, didn't the People's Party also return home dejectedly without any gain at the Paris Peace Conference?

Of course, judging from Chen Ke's virtue, he must have made some more far-reaching layout. Even without actual proof, Belkov still firmly believed so. Therefore, Comrade Belkov wanted to persuade Comrade Trotsky to face the facts as realistically as possible.

The border negotiation was arduous and exceptional. Both Trotsky and Zhang Yu were firm in their attitudes. Trotsky demanded that the People's Party clearly support the Russian Communist Party. Zhang Yu refused immediately. And Trotsky also firmly disagreed with the border line demarcation of the People's Party. After arguing for a few more days, the meeting adjourned again.

After the Russian Communist Party delegation realized that the People's Party could not make concessions on the border line demarcation at all, after internal discussion, they finally came up with a more pragmatic attitude after the adjournment.

First, they asked the Chinese side for the production method of "Divine Body Protection Pills." The huge effect after taking the medicine left a deep impression on the Russian side.

Zhang Yu specially invited a Chinese military doctor who had returned from France to introduce specifically the side effects after the British and French troops took the medicine. Taking medicine would only make the army a "disposable army." The military doctor explained various side effects brought by the drug to the Russian side. "The biggest problem with this drug is that psychological dependence is extremely difficult to break. In other words, after using this drug, a person is like a mental patient. You have to treat them in the way of treating mental illness. I believe the comrades of the Russian Communist Party would not want the troops to become a mental patient troop, right?"

"Then what experience do Chinese comrades have in treatment?" Trotsky felt that the Chinese military doctor's words were too wonderful.

"We only developed this drug; we don't use this drug domestically." The military doctor replied.

The faces of Trotsky and other Russian Communist Party representatives immediately showed disapproval. These words were not convincing at all.

However, the military doctor of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't want to explain too much. After witnessing the terrible situation on the Western Front battlefield in Europe during World War I, any explanation seemed very pale and feeble. Some things must be seen with one's own eyes to know how terrible the world is.

However, under repeated requests from the Russian side, the People's Party finally agreed to provide a drug formula called "Amphetamine." The military doctor repeatedly emphasized that the biggest consequence of using this drug is that long-term users may never feel happiness again.

Regarding such psychological stuff, Trotsky and the Russian Communist Party side didn't care too much. In such a cruel world, actually emphasizing pure personal feelings like happiness really made the Russian Communist Party unable to understand what the People's Party was thinking. What the Russian Communist Party negotiators cared about most was that the People's Party stated that it would not provide any such drugs to the Entente Powers and the Russian White Army.

After reaching an agreement on this practical issue, after a series of discussions, Trotsky made the People's Party agree to give up part of the territorial demands. For example, the border line proposed by the People's Party originally reached Lake Baikal. Now, under Trotsky's strong arguments, the People's Party decided to give up the territorial claim around Lake Baikal. However, the two sides reached some intentional ideas on economic cooperation and personnel flow.

What surprised Trotsky even more was that the People's Party actually proposed a non-garrison agreement on the border. That is to say, due to the geographical location of the new border, apart from border patrols and police forces, the People's Party could even accept a 2:1 ratio of garrison troops on the Russian side to the Chinese side. Since Russia faced pressure from the United States and Japan, China could even accept the situation where there were more garrisons on the Russian side in the Far East.

"If possible, we don't want to invest any military force on this long border line. The cost is too high." Zhang Yu emphasized again, "A peaceful Sino-Russian border is a great thing for both sides. Comrade Trotsky, as long as both China and Russia are industrial countries, the struggle for small pieces of land cannot last too long at all. If it is a large-scale war aimed at eliminating the other side, don't you think this is a nightmare for the attacking side?"

As one of the founders of the Red Army, Trotsky certainly knew what a nightmare it was to wage war across thousands or tens of thousands of kilometers. Millions of troops fighting on such a long battle line, small troops could attack the enemy's rear at will, destroying railways and blowing up bridges. Anyway, no matter what the Chinese side thought, for Russia's Trans-Siberian Railway, it simply couldn't withstand such constant damage unless Russia used hundreds of thousands of troops to protect the railway. Of course, hundreds of thousands of troops protecting the railway day and night would itself make the war extremely ridiculous.

Finally, the two sides reached an intentional agreement. Many more detailed and even more "interesting" technical consultations that needed to be considered were left for subsequent discussions.

Before Trotsky prepared to go back to report to the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party, Zhang Yu told Trotsky that the People's Party was preparing to march into Central Asia. Of course, such a march would strictly abide by the border line proposed by the Chinese side.

When Trotsky finally returned to Moscow, it was already December. The White Army's offensive had reached a frenzied level. On the snow-covered Eastern Front, the White Army launched continuous fierce attacks on important cities in the Soviet Communist Party's liberated areas. No matter how many warnings and precautions were written in the drug introduction of the People's Party, the Soviet Red Army still used the "gift" forcibly demanded by Trotsky from the People's Party without hesitation.

The effect of large-scale use was indeed very good. Even when taken orally according to strict dosage standards, the Red Army troops with low morale tortured by war greatly relieved their mental pressure. Even in the 1970s of Chen Ke's time and space, these drugs were originally drugs for treating mental conditions in the military and special industrial sectors. The Russian Communist Party at least didn't treat the troops as consumables. Although this drug had to be used, they still paid considerable attention to the dosage when using it.

The White Army inhaled "Divine Body Protection Pills," and the Red Army took "Ten-Complete Great Tonic Pills" orally. Both sides jumped directly from the World War I era to the World War II era in military drug technology. During the Patriotic War, both the German army and the Soviet army took such drugs. Of course, this level of military drug technology hadn't reached the level of the US military in the 21st century. The US military used drugs extensively in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, forcefully creating hundreds of thousands of soldiers suffering from so-called "battlefield syndrome." To cover up the shame, the Americans found a bunch of excuses from depleted uranium bombs to various confusing things. In fact, as long as the "refreshing pills" before battle and the "sleeping pills" during rest were cancelled, the number of American "battlefield syndrome patients" should drop by an order of magnitude.

Since the gap with the White Army was leveled in drug taking, the advantage of the Red Army in people's war was brought into play. In March 1920, the Red Army launched an attack on Kolchak's troops again, and Kolchak failed to withstand it again. Of course, this was also very likely because the stock of "Divine Body Protection Pills" from Britain and France was exhausted, and the People's Party refused to continue providing such drugs.

In May 1920, Kolchak's troops were defeated. The remnants fled across the Ural Mountains and routed towards the east.

In July 1920, Chen Ke's paper on "Methamphetamine Chiral Carbon and Organic Compound Chiral Carbon Research" was published, and patents were registered and applied for in various countries. This caused a not-so-small sensation worldwide. The major imperialist powers didn't expect that the military drug formula they coveted so much was obtained so easily.

Of course, not surprisingly, after the Nobel Prize in Medicine, Chen Ke ascended the throne of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry again in 1921. This was the second of the four Nobel Prizes in Chen Ke's life. Of course, the wave of criticism against Chen Ke as a "devil chemist" also began to appear in 1921.

This is a story for later.
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Chapter 236 Windfall Business (1)

Pitiful people must have hateful qualities. When Chen Ke was a big loser, he felt that these words were full of the acerbity unique to winners. As Chen Ke transformed step by step towards a winner, he slowly discovered that if these words sounded annoying, it was because winners generally lacked emotion extremely. In order to make losers understand, they had to imitate emotion.

Many propaganda pieces and articles have said more than once that the United States was excluded from the Versailles spoils sharing system by Britain and France after World War I. The United States paid a huge price but got nothing, which led to the United States losing confidence in Britain and France and beginning to seek splendid isolation, so isolationism prevailed domestically.

In 1920, where Chen Ke was, Chen Ke only wanted to say one comment about this: "Bullshit"!

As an international system after the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations indeed had many immature aspects. However, isolationism ran rampant in the United States itself, and the people and politicians were willing to enjoy the results but unwilling to bear obligations. Put simply, the US Congress twice rejected the treaty to join the League of Nations. This was the result of strong domestic isolationism in the United States, not that being excluded stimulated domestic isolationism in the United States.

Then the side of the United States only wanting to enjoy the results soon showed. Britain indeed hoped that the United States could become a "responsible major country" in North America, and an "obedient little partner" within Britain's world hegemony system. Of course, the United States refused to agree. Less than a year after the end of World War I, the world shipbuilding competition began.

Britain wanted to build warships, and the United States, backed by strong industrial strength, also began to build ships. Britain's little partner in Asia, Japan, also followed suit and began to build ships.

For Japan, building ships actually had more practical significance. Facing powerful China, Japan no longer truly believed that it could seek victory in land warfare. To obtain strategic balance, Japan indeed needed sufficient retaliatory capability. This capability could only come from the navy.

Regarding Japan's madness, the Chinese side had no way either. A navy cannot be built in a day, and relying solely on purchase is not realistic either. Apart from watching Japan build ships, the People's Party didn't have too many ways to compete at sea.

And the Japanese comrades in the People's Party also rarely began to be impetuous.

"Can the Russian Bolsheviks succeed? If they can succeed, combined with the success of our People's Party, can we start promoting the socialist revolution in Japan now?" Japanese comrades led by Kuroshima Jin specially asked to see Chen Ke for this.

"As it looks now, Japan is far from revolution," Zhang Yu replied.

"What's the problem with this?" Kuroshima Jin was very puzzled.

"This problem comes from within Japan, not outside. The socialist movement and the socialist revolution are two different things. The characteristic of the socialist revolution is to find a way to solve problems by oneself when encountering them. And those backbone elements of the socialist movement always engage in opportunism when encountering major difficulties. They never act according to real political needs, but seek external help in an emotional way of loyal alliance." Zhang Yu replied.

"What is the difference between socialist revolutionaries and backbone elements of the socialist movement?" Kuroshima Jin continued to ask.

"Comrade Li Runshi, what do you think?" Zhang Yu said to Li Runshi, who came to the Central Committee to report on his work.

"The former practices the justice they believe in, while the latter believes they are justice itself," Li Runshi replied.

Listening to the Q&A of this highly regarded young comrade, many old party members of the People's Party couldn't help smiling.
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Chapter 236 Windfall Business (2)

After sending off Kuroshima Jin and other Japanese comrades, the meeting of the Standing Committee of the Politburo continued.

"After reaching an agreement with the Russian Communist Party this time, it looks like the Russian Communist Party is going to succeed. The Russian Communist Party does not seek allies, but implements different cooperation methods according to different situations." Zhang Yu praised the performance of the Russian Communist Party greatly.

"Japan is clinging to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance now; is it determined to rely on force to threaten other countries?" Shang Yuan was relatively appreciative of Japan's diplomatic efforts at the Paris Peace Conference, but Japan's latest choice also made him feel quite regretful.

Chen Ke didn't want to discuss the superficial phenomena of these issues too much. He said: "The news brought by Comrade Belkov is that the Russian Communist Party is willing in principle to reach an agreement with us on the new border line."

"Isn't Comrade Hua Xiongmao advancing vigorously?" Chen Tianhua laughed. Being able to avoid a full-scale war with a political party that also believes in Marxism, Chen Tianhua was naturally quite supportive.

"Comrade Mu Husan has almost arrived in the designated area. However, we haven't been to the old border for hundreds of years, so the difficulties are still very great," Chen Ke replied.

The Far East and Siberia are indeed very vast, but this is a truly bitterly cold place. So bitter that even the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army complained endlessly. Severe cold, mountain forests, swamps, and wilderness. According to the air force, the scenery is beautiful. But that's looking from the sky. When one walks into the mountain forest personally, one knows how arduous it is there.

"Still the same sentence: making steel, building railways!" Without Chen Ke emphasizing it again, You Gou emphasized the established policy. The basis for the rise of American industry, and even the basis for the rise of European industry, was the railway network. Germany had the most powerful industry in Europe, and similarly, Germany also had the best and densest railway network in Europe.

"In recent years, our construction has been focused on infrastructure and heavy industry, right?" Shang Yuan asked.

"A large part is also in import and export." Qi Huishen added, "Almost one-fourth of the raw materials for our light industry are imported. I looked through the statistical data last time; there are signs that it is approaching one-third."

"It's okay. Russia will also be a big raw material supplier in the future," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"Now the international market is in a depression. Is the money we earned in World War I enough?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat worried about the future situation. The more he could look at the world, the more Chen Tianhua discovered that the entire China was actually built on a peculiar situation of integrating into the world trade system.

While the world needs Chinese goods, China is also importing world raw materials desperately. At this time, it can be seen that Chen Ke's layout thinking over the past ten years is extraordinarily clear, which is to develop trade desperately without incurring debts and increase employment opportunities. So far, this thinking has indeed allowed China to develop rapidly. But such development gives people the feeling of "being controlled by others."

Chen Tianhua said slowly: "I didn't understand what kind of system the colonial system was before. Because we were bullied, I felt that the colonial system was a kind of sin. Why do I feel now that the colonial system is not without inherent rationality?"

Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. Having such thoughts shows that Chen Tianhua indeed has real progress. He replied: "Everyone wants to get larger raw material producing areas, and everyone wants to get larger commodity sales markets. This is naturally an inherently rational choice. However, imperialism has no future. Everyone will be able to deeply realize this matter later."

"How much later?" Zhang Yu said jokingly.

"Not too long. From this year to next year, imperialists will start selling ropes." Chen Ke was quite confident about this, "Economic crisis, once every ten years. This economic crisis has already begun."

"Who will come to sell the rope this time?" You Gou said expectantly.

Chen Ke didn't know who would come to the door. History has changed so much that it's not surprising whoever comes to the door. "Comrades Shang Yuan and Zhang Yu have already contacted many countries at the Paris Peace Conference. The seeds have been buried, waiting to grow into towering trees slowly. Let's not worry blindly. There is one thing, though. Kolchak has sent someone to contact us, wanting to go to Japan through our territory, hoping to make a comeback. I want to discuss this matter with comrades."

"Is there any big profit?" You Gou was very curious. Chen Ke spoke so calmly; there must be something tricky inside.

"It is said that Kolchak brought out the gold from the Tsar's treasury." Chen Ke replied. Before the comrades' faces changed significantly, Chen Ke continued, "The problem is that there are as many as one million people in Kolchak's group. They are all people extremely hostile to the Russian Communist Party. So these people can't be very friendly to us either. Everyone, don't think about getting all this gold anymore. It's best if we can make them take out some; getting it all is not realistic."

"How much gold is there exactly?" You Gou's eyes were already bright.

"Maybe four or five hundred tons?" Chen Ke replied.

All the Standing Committee members' eyes instantly became bright, and the conference room instantly became quiet.

"Hey, hey! Everyone doesn't have the idea of killing people and robbing goods, right?" This silence frightened Chen Ke.

Even though Chen Ke warned so, the comrades still remained silent. What the People's Party lacked most was hard currency. Fiat money could circulate greatly, but currency backed by precious metals was obviously more attractive. The Ministry of Finance had proposed several times hoping to issue gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes with gold and silver as collateral. Later, it was rejected by the Politburo. At that time, the quantity of gold and silver owned by the People's Party itself was very limited.

After the First World War, China's gold and silver reserves increased rapidly. And after unifying China, the Renminbi has now exchanged for a large amount of gold and silver. The Ministry of Finance once again proposed the suggestion of issuing gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes. The reason was also very sufficient: "With the improvement of people's living standards, the quantity of commercial grain that can be used as collateral now is not increasing, but decreasing. Perhaps it is time to change the collateral for the Renminbi."

Heavy industrial products cannot be used as collateral unless steel can be hoarded for speculation and profit through reselling. Otherwise, what use is it for the people to put a few tons of steel at home? Light industrial products that can make the most money, however, because China's resources are tilted towards heavy industry, adopted a mode of distorting supply and demand for daily necessities. Forcibly depressing the prices of daily necessities directly led to huge problems in monetary policy. The whole country fell into a deflationary situation.

Fortunately, the People's Party has always emphasized foreign trade, and with the boost of World War I, the country's economy can still develop at high speed. Before World War I, the People's Party adopted industrial transformation in time and adjusted the investment proportion, so at any rate, the external impact was not too strong. Even so, all departments faced the problem of lack of money. The Ministry of Finance was forced to jump up and down, even lobbying the Politburo members and Standing Committee members.

After presenting facts, reasoning, and even repeatedly studying and analyzing Chen Ke's past economic policies, the rhetoric of the Ministry of Finance made people feel more and more that they had made great progress. If they could really get hundreds of tons of gold from Kolchak, the possibility of issuing gold yuan notes and silver yuan notes would be greatly increased. Other departments might be able to ignore this matter temporarily, but You Gou, who managed the industrial department, could not turn a blind eye to this.

"Changing the current economic policy is absolutely not allowed." Chen Ke replied immediately. The economic situation faced by the People's Party now is much, much better than in the first 30 years of New China. Just a coconut business, two billion buttons a year. Even if one button can save one gram of cotton, two billion buttons can save two thousand tons of cotton. How much cloth can be spun from these two thousand tons of cotton? How much employment can such an industrial chain drive?

"I know how hard this stage is to endure. This is not about walking past it; this is about enduring through it! Being in deep water and scorching fire." Chen Ke said. In Chen Ke's time and space, many people used the economic achievements of the latter thirty years to negate the policies of the first thirty years. Chen Ke felt this was utter nonsense. China in 1949 was an agricultural country, while thirty years later, China was already a semi-industrial country with a preliminary industrial system. Even the worst industrial country is not comparable to the best agricultural country. Otherwise, Argentina was once one of the top ten powers in the world; why did it reach the point of bankruptcy several times in the second half of the 20th century? What decent foreign trade did New China have in the first 30 years? In the current time and space, the People's Party even exchanged industrial products for raw materials with the posture of a "high-tech" country in many industries, desperately improving the living standards of the entire country.

"According to the latest census, our national population is almost 600 million. Now the world population is only 2 billion; we account for 30%. We are not those capitalist countries that let the people live or die. Calculating this per capita, we know to what extent the Chinese people can live. We now feel that the work is very difficult and painful, which is inevitable. What we have to do now is to bury our heads in work, engage in education, infrastructure, production, and technology. When the level of productive forces increases, the standard of living will naturally rise. If engaging in a monetary policy could solve the problem, would we need to wait for that group of people from the Ministry of Finance to say it?" Chen Ke was not angry when saying this, but felt very helpless. He had also listened to many lectures when he just entered university. Looking back now, the policy proposed in the lectures for the rapid free convertibility of Renminbi was utter nonsense. But at that time, as an extremely pure silly youth, Chen Ke felt that this idea was really reasonable and had propagated this policy in many places. Every time he thinks of it now, Chen Ke feels ashamed. If a person commits the stupidity of thinking there is a shortcut, he will be stupid without a bottom line.

"Simply put, work hard and get paid on time. If the economic policy can execute this, it is a great success. What ingenuity, what marvelous skills to strengthen the country—we don't need to consider such things. What needs to be considered now is who will do those arduous jobs and how to do them! Don't promise the people any bright future; the eyes of the people are sharp. Whether this life has become better, whether this future is bright, the people see more clearly than us. What we can promise is only bleeding, sweating, and shedding tears. And it is how to bleed, sweat, and shed tears more effectively. Even how to bleed, sweat, and shed tears willingly. Wanting the country to be strong, wanting to have a good life, wanting to have a bright future, wanting to obtain personal freedom. Apart from this path, there is no other way!"

There was silence in the conference room for a while. You Gou asked: "When will such days end?"

"For us People's Party members, this is probably fate. Having chosen this flag, we must experience these pains. As for whether it is happy, everyone's feeling is different. But whether life has become better, whether brightness appears in the future, I still say the same thing: the eyes of the people are sharp; they can see these clearly." Chen Ke's attitude towards this remained consistent.

The issue of higher-level psychological feelings did not last too long. Soon the topic returned to Kolchak. Regarding these people, especially the gold carried by these people, Chen Ke's attitude was very simple. Normal trade, no looting. Anyway, they need to eat and drink; normal trade is enough to strip them clean. If this group of people hopes to take a ship back to Europe, that's even better; this can earn more money.

"No matter how much the Russian Communist Party hates these people, these people are Russians after all. It will have a bad influence if we take action." Chen Ke concluded with these words.

The depressing days did not last too long; imperialism soon began to sell ropes. In September 1920, when the Chinese delegation participating in the Summer Olympics in Belgium returned, official delegations from countries such as the Netherlands, Italy, and Czechoslovakia also came along.

The Netherlands had vast colonies in Asia. Since the United States could sell coconuts, the Netherlands also sold them, and the British began to sell coconuts desperately even earlier. Not only coconuts but also rubber, spices, and tropical crops. The Dutch delegation hoped to expand comprehensive trade with China.

After calculation by both sides, the Netherlands had a slight surplus. The People's Party asked if the Netherlands was willing to accept British war bonds. The Dutch refused with difficulty. Although Britain won the war in Europe, there were no special gains after the war, so the price of British bonds was falling all the way.

The People's Party proposed to make up the difference with pharmaceutical trade. Now the Dutch side became very interested. Chinese medicine is now a very loud name in Europe. Especially drugs containing pearls, musk, rhinoceros horn, bezoar, etc., were crowned with the title of Chinese "Royal Secret Medicine." With the use of drugs including sulfonamides and Chuanbei Loquat Syrup in Europe by Chinese medical personnel, Europe and America were quite interested in expensive and mysterious Chinese drugs.

For the People's Party, anything that can be obtained through breeding, such as musk and pearls, is very easy to get. Especially in Chen Ke's junior high school textbooks, there were even expository texts about pearl cultivation. After obtaining Northern Vietnam, they even had excellent artificial pearl cultivation bases.

Using drugs to balance the trade volume with the Netherlands, at least in 1921, China's economic development had more guarantees. Along the way, the Academy of Traditional Chinese Medicine and the analytical technology department of traditional Chinese medicine also received certain funds.

After stabilizing their own situation, the Czechs urgently needed a market. Shang Yuan negotiated with them about technical cooperation issues. The Czechs were not as picky as the Dutch; they also accepted British bonds. A package agreement was reached including equipment sales and technology transfer. It was not that the Czechs didn't know that improving China's industrial capability might affect their future. However, the fact faced by the Czechs was that no matter how difficult tomorrow would be, tomorrow was a problem that only those who could survive today were qualified to consider.

The attitude of the Italian delegation playing dumb was quite cute. The Prime Minister seemed to have never written a letter to scold Shang Yuan loudly, and talked affectionately with Shang Yuan about the unfinished agreement last time. The price finally fell back to a normal level, and technical cooperation could continue on a beneficial and restrained commercial track.

However, after suffering from the Italians, the Chinese side was extremely worried about Italy's credit. So originally planned to build eight 10,000-ton ships, with the Italians building two in Italy first and then building the remaining six in China. Now the plan shrank by half, building a total of four ships. Now one ship is built by the Italians, and the rest are built in China. After completing all orders, the remaining half of the matter will be discussed.

Since China paid the money, the Italians had no way to refuse. Finally, the two sides signed an agreement in this regard. In the current depression and chaos in Europe, half a piece of fatty meat is much better than not eating meat.

China, this unified large market, became increasingly important in the Western Pacific.
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Chapter 237 Windfall Business (3)

In October 1920, a military officer named Pahlavi visited China as a national representative of Persia. This surname really stimulated Chen Ke's imagination greatly. Not only the surname issue, but this Pahlavi was a quite important figure in the military. Therefore, Chen Ke attached considerable importance to this person.

And this Mr. Pahlavi attached great importance to how the People's Party got rid of foreign invasion and was currently striving to recover national sovereignty. In the face-to-face meeting with Chen Ke, Pahlavi specifically talked about this matter many times. Chen Ke did not propagate communist ideology either, but just talked about the perspective of people's revolution. And he discussed with Pahlavi the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" mentioned when the People's Party established diplomatic relations with Iran (Persia).

Obviously, Pahlavi was very interested in this issue. He had many discussions with Chen Ke on the future Sino-Iranian relations, the scope of cooperation between the two sides, and in-depth development projects that could be carried out. Pahlavi was originally responsible for negotiating with China on the oil cooperation project discussed last time between Persia and China. Among them, China proposed that it could exchange industrial aid for oil, especially conducting oil transactions in the form of railway aid and agricultural technology aid. Pahlavi was extremely excited about this.

After the meeting, the People's Party arranged for Pahlavi to visit the railways in Wuhan, and then go to visit agricultural construction in Hubei and Anhui. Finally, the two sides reached an oil trade agreement. Persia agreed to allow China to enter Iran in terms of oil exploitation. However, the agreement did not mention a word about railway construction and agricultural construction.

Shang Yuan was quite curious about Chen Ke's approach. Geographically speaking, Persia was at most a barely important country. The only difference was that Persia had always maintained independence and was now in a state of almost becoming a foreign colony. Asking about how to obtain national liberation made some sense. Mentioning railway and agricultural cooperation seemed to miss the point.

"Don't underestimate the Persians." Chen Ke said to Shang Yuan. Mentioning Iran, Chen Ke talked with Shang Yuan about the issue of marching in Central Asia. The local people looked no different from Chinese people. Except for the language barrier and different clothing, if the two sides mixed together, no problem could be seen at all.

"The cavalry troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army have arrived at the scheduled border and eliminated local military resistance. The problem is that railway construction will take a long time. Fortunately, the troops of the Russian Communist Party have reached the area bordering us." Shang Yuan said.

After saying this, Shang Yuan looked at the map and found that the area reached by the People's Party was not far from Persia. He asked in surprise: "Chairman Chen, do you plan to build a railway to Persia?"

"There is no such plan for the time being. If we build this railway now, it would expose our intentions too much." Chen Ke replied.

Not long after the Persians left, the British Minister actually came again. The new British Minister was Sir Humphrey, and what he raised was actually the issue of the People's Party repaying debts.

No matter how small a fly is, it is still meat. Britain supported Yuan Shikai to fight a civil war with the People's Party. It could be considered spending a lot of money, and the British led the way in giving the Yuan Shikai government several "Reorganization Loans," which was also money. The British, who owed a buttload of debt, certainly didn't want this money to go down the drain for nothing. It would be best if they could get some back. The British side even publicly claimed that if China did not repay the money, Britain would directly deduct this money from Sino-British trade.

Negotiations representing national interests naturally had to be tit-for-tat, and Sir Humphrey naturally performed well in this regard. But after all, he was an old friend of China; a tough attitude did not mean a bad attitude. Sir Humphrey chatted and laughed with old friends of the People's Party during the recess.

"Minister Zhang, do you have any plans to invest in Middle East oil?" Sir Humphrey asked.

"Is this a state act? Or a private investment?" Zhang Yu asked. Oil was already a priority development project on the list of the People's Party. The only place in the northwest where the People's Party stationed a large number of troops was the Yumen oil project. Zhang Yu was naturally quite interested in the news provided by Sir Humphrey.

"I have a friend who got part of the exploration rights in Kuwait and urgently needs financial support now. If possible, I can liaise in between." Sir Humphrey was very enthusiastic about this. If he were an ambassador in another country, Sir Humphrey would absolutely not dare to be so "arrogant." However, the style of the People's Party was indeed unique. At least with the precedent of the American Minister and Consul, Sir Humphrey thought it would be too stupid not to learn from it. Most importantly, the style of the People's Party allowed them to maintain a convention, that is, they would absolutely not publicize commercial negotiations with ministers of various countries.

The two sides first confirmed the location of Kuwait on the map. Zhang Yu looked at the map carefully, touched his chin with his hand and said: "The key lies in how to guarantee our interests. Oil is of course a good thing, but from Kuwait to China, we have to go through such a long sea journey. Your country can block these transactions anywhere and cause us trouble. In the current situation, we really have no way to ensure this."

"That's why I suggested that your country cooperate with my friend. Once a British company is involved, maritime transport can still be guaranteed to a considerable extent." Sir Humphrey was quite enthusiastic about this.

"We will consider it." Zhang Yu looked at the map and said with a frown.

After the break ended, the two sides continued the heated negotiation.

Upholding the principle of "odious debts are not repaid," the People's Party believed that this batch of debts owed by Beiyang needed to be carefully classified. For example, debts used to attack the People's Party could absolutely not be recognized, nor could they be repaid. Moreover, discounts on loans and other fees had no possibility of repayment at all. Only the money paid directly in silver and the unpaid principal could be repaid.

After repeated calculations and discussions, the People's Party finally gave Sir Humphrey a repayment list. The actual repayment was limited to the principal that Britain had not recovered. The part of the principal used for military expenses was also deducted.
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Chapter 237 Windfall Business (4)

The sky in Berlin in late autumn was gray, and this city, once the capital of a powerful European country, seemed to have lost its vitality. There were far fewer pedestrians on the street than before the war, and there were no smiles on the faces of these few pedestrians. Public hygiene management had also lost its vitality; garbage and dead leaves were all over the street. Instead, there were beggars rummaging slowly through the garbage, trying to find things that could continue to be used.

A car stopped in front of a very unremarkable small building, and several men got out of the car. Their Asian appearance was very rare on the streets of Berlin. Moreover, these people were wearing woolen trench coats with quite smooth fabric. These two things were rare elements in Berlin. As if knowing that they were easy to attract attention, several people walked quickly into the small building.

This small building didn't look like much from the outside, but once inside, it felt very different. The internal entrance was strictly guarded by soldiers wearing the military uniforms of the German Second Reich. Going further inside, one would encounter more German soldiers. The rank insignia on their shoulders proved their identity. Apart from those lieutenants who obviously belonged to doing odd jobs, the others were at least major-level soldiers. As for senior officers wearing general-level rank insignia, there were also quite a few.

The Chinese people not in military attire attracted everyone's attention in this small building, but from the expressions of these German soldiers, it was not difficult to find that this was definitely not the first time these Chinese had come here.

With a lieutenant leading the way in front, the Chinese arrived at a very small room. Judging from the arrangement of tables and chairs, this was used as a meeting room. Not long after the Chinese entered the room, a lieutenant general walked into the meeting room with a gentle and refined young captain. After shaking hands and sitting down, the talk began immediately.

This unremarkable small building was a committee of the German rearmament military commission. The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that Germany could only retain an army of 100,000 people. The vast majority of German soldiers must retire. Choosing who to stay in Germany's new army was the task of this internal committee. It could be said that this committee held the heavy responsibility of rebuilding the future German army.

Lieutenant General Schneider and Captain Manstein were important persons in charge among them, while the Chinese opposite were envoys from the Chinese side, a group represented by Lieutenant General Pu Guanshui.

"The Marshal is relatively interested in your country's proposal. But these suggestions seem a bit too general." Lieutenant General Schneider said with a straight face. It wasn't because China was a member of the Entente Powers that the Lieutenant General had any hostility towards China in his heart. Rather, like other German generals, the Lieutenant General believed that a soldier keeping a straight face was the best expression during official duties.

No translation was needed; Pu Guanshui and his party could all speak German. Moreover, Lieutenant General Schneider was Pu Guanshui's "senior fellow student," so Pu Guanshui had no psychological estrangement from this negotiation opponent. looking at Captain Manstein sitting beside Lieutenant General Schneider, Pu Guanshui found it difficult to connect this young man, who looked gentle and refined with a temperament more like a scholar, with his uncle-in-law Field Marshal Hindenburg. You know, Hindenburg had a chubby round face with two neatly trimmed big mustaches, looking arrogant all over. That was the standard appearance of a Prussian warrior.

Withdrawing his gaze, Pu Guanshui said: "In terms of distance alone, there is no possibility of any actual conflict between your country and mine. Of course, this must exclude irrational behavior caused by malicious deliberate hostility. Then, at present without actual conflict, our country believes that cooperation is the best choice."

Captain Manstein noticed Pu Guanshui's gaze just now, but there was no surprised look on the captain's face. As Manstein coming from a famous military family, he actually cared about this Chinese lieutenant general opposite him very much. Based on age alone, Manstein was only five or six years younger than Pu Guanshui. Their ranks were worlds apart. But Manstein did not think Pu Guanshui was "lucky to advance."

German soldiers also reflected on the war, especially after some German troops defeated in Qingdao brought back assault tactics from China. Middle and high-ranking officers in the German army, especially senior officers, no longer dared to underestimate China's military level. In post-war reflections, officers of the old German General Staff regretted more than once that if they had conducted military cooperation with China earlier and introduced China's assault tactics before the war, the winner of this war would have been the Germans. And a more mainstream view was that even if the research on assault tactics was completed in 1916, but if the German army could be comprehensively transformed and implemented unswervingly, Germany could also have won.

Manstein believed that even with the merit of assault tactics alone, Pu Guanshui could become a lieutenant general in the German army. Envy existed, but Manstein did not have any idea of looking down on Pu Guanshui. On the contrary, he listened carefully to Pu Guanshui's speech, hoping to have the possibility of cooperation with China in future military aspects.

"...The Entente Powers will absolutely not give your country's military industry any chance. Even if there is a chance, it will be more than ten years later. Losing more than ten years in vain is a very fatal blow to any military industry. And our country has many deficiencies in the military industry. We believe that your country and mine have ample room for cooperation in these fields." Pu Guanshui seriously stated his attitude.

Germany's political situation was considered initially stabilized by 1920. Of course, this stability was only relative. The French looted wantonly in Germany, dismantling factories and moving machines everywhere. And the post-war economic crisis hit the German economy fiercely. The so-called stability was merely that Pu Guanshui knew who to look for.

However, China's diplomatic personnel in various countries still worked non-stop with hundredfold enthusiasm. The newborn Republic needed to quickly improve its military and industrial strength. Pu Guanshui knew very well that at this time, it was very, very far from the peace of putting weapons in the arsenal and grazing horses on the southern mountain. Everything the People's Party seized by seizing the opportunity of World War I, Britain, France, and other countries hoped to take back from China again after the war in Europe ended.

These had nothing to do with personal likes and dislikes, but if a country wants to survive, it must compete. Everything Britain and France promised to win over China in World War I ended with the end of the war. China can only rely on itself to defend everything it has obtained. Then the first thing needed is for China to possess sufficient military power.

After listening to Pu Guanshui's explanation of cooperation, Lieutenant General Schneider said slowly: "But the requirements proposed by your country far exceed the scope of military cooperation; this is already comprehensive industrial cooperation."

Pu Guanshui nodded, "We invite German industrial enterprises to set up research institutions in China, or work in Chinese laboratories. Including Germany selling various technologies to China, it is indeed industrial cooperation. However, modern warfare is no longer a simple competition between soldiers and military industries. The war that just ended not long ago has proved that war is already a competition between the overall strength of countries. These two aspects cannot be separated. And there is a close connection and intimate relationship between the German military and the industrial sector. So I hope your side can provide us with help in these fields."

A trace of unhappy expression appeared on Lieutenant General Schneider's face. As a senior soldier, His Excellency the Lieutenant General did not think the army should have any so-called intimate relationship with industrial zaibatsu. As a military empire, the status of industrial zaibatsu in the Prussian Empire should theoretically be below the military; this was a relatively popular view in the German army.

However, the new Weimar Republic obviously made the general feel very dissatisfied. Through the so-called parliamentary system, the independence of the German army had been greatly damaged. As for Pu Guanshui's proposal hoping that the military could help Chinese people cooperate with German enterprises, firstly, the military felt this was somewhat degrading their status, and secondly, reality also made this request difficult to realize.

"If so, why don't you directly seek negotiations with the government?" Lieutenant General Schneider asked.

"Your government is now full of thoughts about how to solve the debt repayment problem under the framework of the Treaty of Versailles, and there is no way to conduct long-term strategic exchanges and discussions with them. What we pursue is long-term cooperation; short-term benefits are not too many. Of course, I think your government has absolutely no intention of trying to liberate Germany from under the Treaty of Versailles." What Pu Guanshui said was certainly the truth, but the inflammatory flavor in it was very obvious.

Even knowing that Pu Guanshui meant to sow discord, this analysis hitting the main point still softened the expression on Lieutenant General Schneider's face a bit.

Pu Guanshui continued: "If your side conducts scientific and technological development alone, it requires investment of funds and personnel. This is cost. Turning developed military technology into military equipment also requires investment of funds and technology. Military research is a money-burning business. We provide the costs for experimental development. Although your side has no income, your side does not need to invest either. So I think cooperation is very beneficial to both parties."

Lieutenant General Schneider had fully understood Lieutenant General Pu Guanshui's thoughts, and Lieutenant General Schneider was also quite interested in Pu Guanshui's suggestion. After agreeing on the time for the next meeting, the German side saw the guests off.

"Commander Pu, will the Germans agree?" The accompanying staff officer asked after returning to the car.

"I'm not worried about them disagreeing; I'm worried about what these people can actually provide." Pu Guanshui replied.

And the German side also immediately convened a meeting, attended by the revanchist faction in the German army. Regarding the probability of a Sino-German outbreak, these guys who were at least familiar with the world map didn't think there was any problem. Even if China was strong enough to invade Germany, it would have to destroy one of the three countries: Britain, the United States, and Russia first, or even destroy all three countries. If China could really do it, the Germans would feel very happy.

Since the German revanchist faction didn't care about China becoming strong at all, the only remaining question was exactly how much benefit they could get from China.

There was never a lack of Junker capitalists and Junker officers in the banquets of German dignitaries. Contacting those guys whose recent situation was miserable was not a problem. The problem was that a more persuasive person was needed to make this decision now. So as the discussion deepened, everyone's eyes fell more and more on Captain Manstein.

Captain Manstein was certainly not a fool. If his uncle-in-law Field Marshal Hindenburg could come forward to lead, this matter could possibly be fully promoted. After all, this was the military bypassing the government to reach an agreement with a foreign country. Even if it was a private agreement, this was not a small matter. So Captain Manstein played deaf and dumb and didn't say a word. Finally, it was Lieutenant General Schneider who stated that he would visit Field Marshal Hindenburg in the near future.

After listening to General Schneider's report, the old Marshal remained silent for a moment and then gave instructions that this kind of thing was not worth considering. Since the German army had recognized the Weimar government, it could not do such a thing. Moreover, this kind of thing must be operated by a committee, and active servicemen could not participate in this kind of thing.

After saying these words, the old Marshal stated again that rebuilding the German army required efforts from all sides.

Lieutenant General Schneider quickly understood Field Marshal Hindenburg's meaning. He stated that a committee of retired generals would be formed to take over this matter.

Field Marshal Hindenburg was silent for a while again, as if admonishing: "Active servicemen must absolutely not participate in this matter."

With the guarantee of the old Marshal, Lieutenant General Schneider ordered all active servicemen, including himself and Captain Manstein, not to have private contacts with Pu Guanshui and others anymore. Then he arranged for retired personnel to meet with Pu Guanshui.

Soon, a secret committee jointly formed by retired generals of the former German General Staff and Junker industrial capitalists was established. Much to the committee's surprise, the first thing Pu Guanshui wanted to acquire was several railway machinery factories that had already gone bankrupt under the French torment. Including data, skilled workers, and engineers, the People's Party was willing to settle in pounds or francs.

Completing this deal took a month. Skilled workers and engineers refused to go to distant China. Pu Guanshui changed the cooperation method. Instead of hiring Germans to go to China, China sent people to Germany to study. During the learning and exchange process, the Chinese side provided the expenses.

These technologies couldn't be considered very advanced, but China had indeed accumulated a large number of problems in railway equipment production. Besides researching by themselves, learning directly from Germany was also the best way.

After receiving the check from the French bank provided by the People's Party, the German side immediately sent someone to cash the check. When the person in charge returned to the committee carrying a suitcase full of francs and opened the suitcase, although these people were not guys who hadn't seen money, in this crisis period, getting so much non-German mark cash indeed reassured them like a tranquilizer.

The first deal was used to determine the transaction method and transaction credit. Once this door was opened, the follow-up became easier.

Germany used submarines extensively in the war. After a lot of bargaining with this committee, the People's Party finally obtained the blueprints of German submarines and part of the production technology. The transaction was set at a Swiss bank again. This transaction amount was relatively large, and the Swiss bank didn't have that much cash, so it could only transfer China's money into Germany's secret account.

Now the Germans really had confidence. The committee and Pu Guanshui consulted on gun steel production. But the Germans asked for too high a price, and Pu Guanshui rejected it neatly. The People's Party didn't have that much money to waste on such things. Finally, the two sides discussed the intentional cooperation of civilian power stations, and the German side was willing to send people to China for power station technology exchange.

Pu Guanshui didn't want to stay in Germany for too long either. It was late summer when he came to Germany for the second time, and now it was almost New Year's Day of 1921. With fairly rich results, handing over other work to the secret representative remaining in Berlin to continue consulting with the German secret committee, Pu Guanshui prepared to board the passenger ship returning to China.

"Commander Pu, where is the main point of discussing shipbuilding technology transfer with Germany next?" The Chinese secret liaison officer asked for instructions before departure.

"Domestically, we are now desperately accumulating experience and will summarize the problems encountered in production. We will list a list of needed content. You visit Germany first now. Try to figure out the details of the Germans clearly, and we will notify you of specific needs." Pu Guanshui urged. In fact, he didn't have any particularly targeted demand indicators either. The People's Party's industrial construction idea was quite simple: blossoming everywhere. Taking steel as an example, for steel and alloy steel of various properties, in addition to building laboratories for research by the National Laboratory itself, laboratories were also established in several universities to produce one by one proportional formula. After the developed samples underwent various parameter experiments, if satisfied, they would be handed over to several other laboratories for experiments. Finally, they would be handed over to the National Laboratory for repeated experiments to ensure that the experimental data was correct.

This was an extremely time-consuming job. Even if satisfactory formulas were screened out in the laboratory, transforming from laboratory production to mass production also required considerable investment. It is at this stage that foreign advanced experience needs to be introduced. Introduction is necessary, and not introducing foolishly is even more necessary.

Not only in Germany, but China also dispatched similar technology collection teams in major industrial countries around the world. While Pu Guanshui tried hard to encourage comrades to have confidence in future work, his heart was not as confident as he appeared on the outside. As an expert who knew the ropes, Pu Guanshui had no blindly optimistic idea about how much effort military industrial construction required.

Just as Pu Guanshui was about to board the gangway, someone suddenly called out to him. The guard vigilantly blocked Pu Guanshui before he turned his head to look back. He saw that the person coming was a member of the German secret committee. The person seemed to have run quite anxiously, and the moisture brought out by his breath condensed into white mist slightly more obvious than others in the cold air.

Squeezing to Pu Guanshui's side with difficulty, the person whispered: "The committee wants to consult with you on one more thing."

"Which aspect is it?" Pu Guanshui actually wanted to return to China earlier in his heart. Without a more specific list of technical projects, negotiations were really twice the effort for half the result.

"I wonder how interested your country is in large warship construction?" the committee member asked.

"Are you willing to cooperate with us on welding technology?" Before this trip, a technology that the People's Party explicitly proposed needing great attention was welding technology. However, during the negotiation and cooperation process, Pu Guanshui judged that it was far from the level of such cooperation at present, so he simply didn't mention it.

The committee member frowned, paused for a moment and said: "If your side is indeed interested in this aspect, we can still discuss it."

Still very skeptical about these words in his heart, but after weighing for a moment, Pu Guanshui decided to stay in Germany for a few more days.
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On January 6, 1921, Pu Guanshui said loudly to the members of the German secret committee: "Members of the committee, China and Germany are far apart. If we want our ordinary trade to be profitable, there is only one way: build larger cargo ships to sail between the two countries for commerce. Of course, regarding your doubts about our shipbuilding capabilities, I also admit that your doubts are indeed correct. Now, let alone battleships, we can't even build cruisers. But this doesn't mean we are content with the status quo, nor does it mean we can only rely on imports to solve problems."

The atmosphere of the meeting had fallen into a very unpleasant state. The German committee members hoped to make a big fortune from China. No matter how urgent the Germans' desire for cooperation was, it was by no means an overnight thing to truly free the Germans from their contempt for China. After having enough of the German nonsense, Pu Guanshui finally couldn't help standing up to express his attitude.

"We China have nearly 600 million people, and as it looks now, in the next ten years, China's population may reach ten times that of Germany. Our government will implement compulsory education throughout the country even if it means smashing pots and selling iron. This means that in the next ten years, our primary school graduates will be ten times that of Germany, and junior high school graduates will be ten times that of Germany. In the next twenty years, our high school students and university students will also be ten times that of Germany. The longer the time, the greater China's advantage will be. On this point, time is on China's side. With such abundant educated manpower, promoting scientific and technological progress is only a matter of time..."

"...We Chinese have established our own country for more than 4,000 years. Our current country is the continuation of that country more than 4,000 years ago, so we never lack patience and never lack self-confidence. Since we have embarked on the road of national rejuvenation, this general trend is irreversible..."

"...Cooperation requires not only sincerity and mood but also down-to-earth progress step by step. We admit our current backwardness, so what we want is not face-saving work that soars to the sky in one go, but to learn from the most basic courses one by one like primary school students. We feel absolutely no shame about this..."

"...We indeed need large warship projects very much, but without the transfer of a complete set of technologies, especially the transfer of various production and processing technologies, just building a few ships, I think this is precisely the most inefficient way..."

The number of German secret committee members had increased by several compared to a few days ago, and these were just committee members. The news that the Chinese were trying to buy German technology spread quickly. Although the news of direct American investment in Germany also spread quickly and was even more attractive, the German military had sufficient appeal at any rate. The United States and Germany met in battle, and before Germany could possibly achieve final victory, they forcefully blocked the German army outside Paris. Compared with this, China appeared more valuable for cooperation.

After listening to Pu Guanshui's speech with the theme of "self-reliance, ample food and clothing," many Germans still felt quite unhappy. If China really mastered all technologies itself as Pu Guanshui said, then what was the necessity for China to cooperate with Germany? Before seeing the future prospects of cooperation, many committee members fully felt the threat that China might bring.

After the meeting adjourned, Pu Guanshui sat in his seat feeling somewhat depressed. He suddenly felt that he was really not material for diplomacy. Diplomacy should be compromise, various efforts to try to persuade others to change their minds. But in the dozen years in the People's Party, what Pu Guanshui learned was the set of relying on oneself and struggling hard. Moreover, this set was deeply imprinted on all of Pu Guanshui's actions and thoughts. Asking him to be polite and courteous, Pu Guanshui could certainly do it. However, when facing difficulties, Pu Guanshui's stubbornness couldn't help but bubble out.

Of course, German soldiers quite appreciated this attitude of the Chinese army. Soldiers have a more straightforward character. Moreover, "backbone" is something that has a great positive effect on the army. So the military representatives attending the meeting talked with Pu Guanshui with great interest about the strategic conflict between China and Britain.

"We have 600 million people, we have a strong government, and our army knows deeply to fight for the country. The British now dare not adopt the method of land army attack against our country. But we indeed lack naval power. Britain can use their advantage at sea to threaten us and implement encirclement." Pu Guanshui did not hide his sickness for fear of treatment regarding the strategic situation. Every step of China's liberation was fought out. Negotiation was merely a summary discussion of the status quo after the war truly ended. It was both the key point of the previous war and the starting point of the next war.

"What we really need now is comprehensive national strength. Only with such national strength can we conduct a comprehensive war with a country like Britain." After saying this, Pu Guanshui couldn't help emphasizing, "A true comprehensive war."

The revanchist representatives of the German army couldn't help nodding slightly. The failure of this war was because the war was far from comprehensive enough. Even if many victories were won on land, the German navy was comprehensively suppressed by Britain. If the German High Seas Fleet could break through the British blockade, the outcome of this war would have been completely different.

"Does the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army need instructors?" asked a committee member who was a former soldier.

"Naval instructors who participated in the Battle of Jutland, German artillery instructors, artillery instructors with actual command experience of artillery groups are best. Also commanders of various low, medium, and high-level combat commands. We are willing to invite them to China to conduct military exchanges with us." Pu Guanshui resolutely opposed those unrealistic business projects of the capitalists, but extremely welcomed this kind of military technology exchange proposed by the German military which was very suitable for China's situation.

Based on different standpoints, two attitudes appeared in the committee. The capitalist group was very dissatisfied with the stinginess of the People's Party. Pu Guanshui was impervious to reason. Any project that could not obtain technology transfer, any large project that was of no help to solving the immediate technical needs of the People's Party, Pu Guanshui resolutely rejected.

German retired soldiers felt that the harvest was quite abundant. The People's Party was willing to pay considerable remuneration to invite German retired soldiers to China for exchange and lectures. German post-war warships, artillery, and logistical equipment were looted by Britain and France, and these soldiers with professional skills were unemployed. If various experimental seminar trainings could be conducted in China, and the Chinese paid for the German army to conduct a post-war rehearsal summary of the war, this would be a quite cost-effective thing for the German army.

As for China learning war-related technologies and improving China's war level in this process, this was not within the consideration range of German soldiers at all. After all, Germans had discussed this matter. Even if China obtained Germany's most advanced military command technology, it posed no threat to Germany at all in the current situation. The spearhead of the Chinese army would inevitably point to Russia and Britain.

Pu Guanshui was very satisfied with this agreement. Pu Guanshui naturally saw the little calculations of the Germans clearly. Germany was equivalent to sending a small army model to China and using the Chinese army to conduct a war replay. For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which had no opportunity to participate in actual combat in World War I, this was a very good learning opportunity.

And after the agreement was completed, another piece of news reached Pu Guanshui. The French looted a large number of artillery from Germany, but these artillery could neither be eaten nor drunk, and maintenance required money. After discussing with China, the French sold part of the artillery to China at the price of scrap steel. Chinese personnel in France wanted to contact cheaper transport ships. You know, these artillery were not expensive, but the freight was more expensive than the artillery.

So Pu Guanshui immediately asked this committee if they could provide transportation services at preferential prices. Now the capitalists in the committee were finally happier. Currently, German shipping companies had no business, and this deal was really a pie falling from the sky.

After many connections and many troubles, by March 1921, nearly a thousand various types of artillery were finally loaded on ships and set sail. German military experts had already set off for China successively earlier. Among the unemployed technical personnel of German military industrial enterprises, some people closely related to the military simply set off for China for higher salaries.

In April 1921, after half a year of tossing and turning, Pu Guanshui finally sat on the ship returning to China. Watching the European coastline gradually disappear from view, Pu Guanshui secretly swore in his heart that if there was a next time, he would never accept the task of coming to Europe to engage in these specific jobs no matter what. This half a year made Pu Guanshui feel more exhausting than fighting ten battles.

The fleet carrying artillery and parts returned to China after untold hardships, and it was already June. Pu Guanshui, who returned to China in advance, was already responsible for arranging comprehensive cooperation between the Chinese Military Academy and German military experts.

Engaging in pure military work, no matter how tedious, Pu Guanshui did it without complaint. As long as he didn't have to deal with those annoying foreign officials, Pu Guanshui would do anything.

However, the Chinese government had to deal with the "annoying foreign officials." Japan learned that France sold a lot of cannons to China, and the artillery had already arrived in China. The Japanese diplomatic department immediately lodged a strong protest.

The French had long lost the intention of invading China by land army. Similar to the starting point of the Germans willing to conduct comprehensive military command technology exchange with China, the French also felt that selling cannons to China was beneficial to France and troublesome for the British. And Britain's trouble, from a certain perspective, was France's interest. France had no reason to refuse double benefits.

After the Japanese protest, the French side quickly saw more clearly that China obviously could not have a full-scale conflict with Britain. The biggest threat of these cannons was Japan. Of course, because of the existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, after Japan felt threatened, it would naturally pull the British to fill the scene. With increased pressure in the Western Pacific, the possibility of Britain relying more on France appeared. No matter how you look at it, the tension in the Western Pacific thousands of miles away had no bad influence on the French. Regarding the exasperated protest of the Japanese government, the French side treated it like listening to a fart.

As for China, which got the cannons, it also ignored Japan's clamor. For the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the function of these cannons was training. With the continuous improvement of electric furnace steelmaking, converter steelmaking, and oxygen top-blown technology, as well as the development of high-quality iron ore in the south, the quality of the Republic's steel was advancing slowly but steadily. Before the large-caliber artillery manufactured by the Republic itself entered the sequence, it was necessary for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to master the use of large-caliber artillery and experience what high-intensity firepower war was like.

Regarding the inquiry raised by the Japanese Minister to the Chinese government, the Chinese side answered very simply: "Chinese military construction is purely China's internal affair, and Japan has no reason to interfere in China's internal affairs."

The characteristic of imperialist countries is "long hands, managing broadly." Japan could do nothing about China, so the British side had to come forward. British Minister Sir Humphrey managed to reach a negotiation with China on reparations with difficulty. China and Britain had a summary of various old bad debts. After various deductions, except for the batch of silver Britain gave to Yuan Shikai, China made no concessions at all.

As for the bonds issued by the Manchu Qing, the Republic publicly stated that it would not recognize them at all. "You can go to the Manchu Qing government to ask for it; asking our People's Party for it is completely unreasonable."

On this basis, except for Japan which still kept shouting about the "international treaty" issue relentlessly, other countries also maintained the principle of "consistency among the powers" and all gave up the thought of making a fortune from China.

Not only that, although the Republic had not reached agreements with various countries on issues such as concessions, taking the municipal construction of various cities as an opportunity, China had actually completed the recovery of concessions. Shanghai patrolmen tried to "maintain some integrity," and then after being beaten up by people from unknown places, they were stripped naked and left on the streets of Shanghai with no one caring. Several "particularly spine-hard" ones were beaten until they couldn't take care of themselves.

Since then, when foreign patrolmen appeared on the streets, they didn't dare to resist even when thrown stones by Chinese people. Because every resistance would be met with merciless beating.

Water and electricity were cut off in foreigner gathering areas, and no one collected garbage. After having enough of the filth and stench, the foreign devils left the once glorious concessions one after another. After selling their properties at extremely low prices, they either bought legal properties in the new district to continue their business or simply packed up and went back to Europe.

Other countries had absolutely no influence on China. As for the British Empire, they found that facing China was a powerful country with 600 million people, an army, industry, and a market. A full-scale conflict due to these small frictions could neither achieve decisive military victory nor bear major commercial losses. So the British very cleverly "kept these old debts in mind," waiting for an opportunity to settle accounts later. At the same time, the British faced the future and began to seek struggle and cooperation with China on the current basis.

So when Sir Humphrey seriously raised the issue of Sino-Japanese relations to the People's Party, Chen Ke did not dare to despise the British attitude. If the British had already moved forward, while China still clung to the past, it would only put China in a very disadvantageous position.
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"Sir Humphrey, I wonder if there is any new progress on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty?" Chen Ke poured tea for Sir Humphrey while speaking. This was a high-quality bone china tea cup, a new product of the People's Party. Sir Humphrey knew his goods; just by picking up the tea cup, his expression changed slightly.

At Chen Ke's level, how could he not see these subtle differences? With no reaction on his face, Chen Ke was quite happy in his heart. Industry is a system, especially after the People's Party established the National Laboratory, technical exchanges within the same industrial system became very easy.

Steel mills tried hard to develop electric furnaces to achieve good temperature control. Whether it is 1320 degrees or 1380 degrees for bone china on Taobao, it is not a problem for steel mills. Steel mill temperature control technology can easily be used in porcelain firing. Craftsmen in Jingdezhen, industrial ceramic departments, and steel mills combined forces, and bone china was fired. Of course, the credit of the breeding industry providing cow bone powder cannot be erased. Slightly cheaper than British bone china, but actually quite expensive Chinese bone china also sold quite well in the US market.

Holding the warm bone china, he first tasted a sip of black tea. Sir Humphrey added two sugar cubes to the tea cup before taking a satisfied big gulp. After moistening his throat, Sir Humphrey said: "My country cannot accept China unilaterally changing the situation in Asia; this can only create tension in Asia."

Britain was not just talking; recently, British and Japanese warships frequently appeared at China's doorstep. Because Britain and China had a verbal agreement on warship maintenance, British warships unceremoniously entered shipyards in Shanghai, China, for a considerable period of "maintenance." Chen Ke had long received reports on this intimidating practice.

"I can understand Britain's position, but is there any new progress on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty recently?" Chen Ke continued to repeat the previous question. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance stipulated that both contracting parties recognized each other's right to protect their own interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China or Japan's "special interests" in China and Korea were threatened by other countries, or infringed upon due to "disturbances" within China and Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene; when one contracting party fought with a third country to protect the above interests, the other party should strictly maintain neutrality; if one contracting party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight together.

Taking advantage of Britain being tied down by World War I, the People's Party not only "threatened" the "special interests" of Britain and Japan in China, but also smashed these "special interests" to pieces. Britain has been very patient to endure until now without taking action.

Hearing Chen Ke repeatedly ask about the latest progress of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty, Sir Humphrey also felt quite helpless. Japan very much wanted major progress in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty. If it could be modified so that Britain took the initiative to send troops to attack China, that would be exactly what Japan wanted. However, Britain was not stupid; the British would absolutely not do things like sending hundreds of thousands of people to die in China.

You know, the crown on the British Emperor's head was the Indian Crown. Moreover, if China was pushed too hard and attacked Burma and India desperately, what then? Going by land, they wouldn't have to face the British naval advantage.

"Our British Empire firmly opposes any behavior that unilaterally changes the situation in Asia." Sir Humphrey said the honest truth very seriously. Since the current pattern had allowed Britain to receive huge benefits, what Britain had to do was to maintain the current situation, not break it.

"If Sir Humphrey refers to the economic cooperation between China and the United States, then the British side is overthinking. If the things provided by Britain are of better quality and lower price than the United States, Britain doesn't need to say a word; we naturally won't buy American goods. The problem is that the quality of British goods is not much better than American goods, but the price is much more expensive than American ones. In terms of cost-effectiveness, it is more cost-effective for China to buy American goods." Chen Ke replied frankly.

"Then your country should consider the friendly relationship with Britain at any rate." Sir Humphrey said to Chen Ke very seriously.

Chen Ke stared into Sir Humphrey's eyes and responded very seriously, "Business is business. We bear no malice towards any country."

"Chairman Chen, I think you should be more inclined to buy British products." Sir Humphrey advised earnestly.

Chen Ke also explained patiently: "Sir Humphrey, you can't just ask us to buy with empty words. Britain has industry, technology, and standards. The problem is that Britain never sends these products to China for us to see. We need to use them right now, and the Americans do very well in this regard. Whatever demand we have, the United States satisfies it immediately. Under such circumstances, who do you think I should choose?"

After such a full and frank exchange, both China and Britain roughly understood the other's bottom line in the near future. When the meeting time was up, Sir Humphrey could only get up and leave.

On the way back to the consulate, the entourage asked: "Is China determined to collude with the United States?"

Sir Humphrey did not draw a conclusion immediately. He felt the situation was far from simple. Japan was barking very loudly now, but in fact, Japan was extremely afraid of war. Japan provided a large amount of information to Britain, saying that China supported Korean traitors to attack the Japanese army in Korea. However, the intelligence collected by the British was that Japan massacred Koreans in large numbers in Korea, triggering fierce resistance from Koreans. Now military actions against Japan had broken out throughout Korea. In the north, Japan couldn't even get out of the control range of big cities. As long as the Japanese army entered outside the control range of strongholds, they would immediately be attacked by Korean guerrillas.

Seeing Sir Humphrey silent, the entourage couldn't help asking again: "Sir, why did you ask China to stop supporting Korea? Isn't this also the request of the Foreign Office?"

"There is no evidence for this matter. Besides, China raised the issue of Japan carrying out a massacre against Koreans; how should we answer?" The British were relatively clear about what Japan did in Korea. Britain didn't think there was anything wrong with the Japanese doing this, but times were different after all. Massacres could only be done in practice, not spoken about. China could totally ignore Britain's questioning. And even if this matter was brought to the League of Nations, it would still be Japan that lost face. It wasn't that the League of Nations could really stop Japan from slaughtering Koreans, but that Japan, after being forced to use massacre methods, still couldn't solve the Korean guerrillas, which would make countries laugh their heads off in their hearts.

"Judging from the performance of the Japanese side, they obviously can't hold on anymore. If China's support for Korea cannot be interrupted, in case Japan loses Korea..." The entourage was obviously very worried about this. Britain knew very well what Japan would become if it lost Korea. Korea would definitely throw itself into China's embrace again. Just looking at the map, with Korea pressing against Japan's waist like a dagger, one could understand Japan's anxiety.

Regarding Japan's incompetence, Sir Humphrey's voice sounded very angry, "Why does China want to send troops now? Hasn't Japan figured it out? China doesn't need to send troops to Korea at all!"

"China doesn't need to send troops to Korea at all." Chen Ke said at the Politburo meeting, "Imperialism can absolutely not win a people's war."

Where there is oppression, there is resistance. Japan's atrocities in Korea aroused great resistance from Korea. Especially those death mines; almost every rescued Korean mine slave became the most determined resister and the most determined Korean restorationist. China was naturally happy to see this happen.

"But the Korean side has been begging us to send troops." Chen Tianhua said.

"In the current situation, we cannot send troops!" Chen Ke replied: "I asked the British Minister today. His attitude is very firm; he absolutely does not accept China sending troops to Korea. All we can do is help Koreans liberate Korea themselves. Militarily speaking, at least in northern Korea, the problem can be solved by squeezing Japan out of various strongholds in Korea. First let Korea establish a base area backed by China, a liberated area. At the same time, fight tit-for-tat with the Japanese to wrestle for land inch by inch. Of course, all the key lies in mobilizing the masses. If the guerrillas cannot become a real political party, it is impossible to truly defeat the Japanese aggressors."

"But Koreans have no interest in the socialist system at all. There are all kinds of factions among Korean patriots. Those who want to restore the Li family dynasty, those who want to engage in some local fiefdoms, and many are simply driven by hatred. The only common point among these people is that they hope to restore Korea with the help of powerful external forces." Chen Tianhua regretted this very much.

"Then let them continue to die." Zhang Yu sneered, "Back then, Korea welcomed the Japanese incomparably, thinking that with foreign intervention, they could get rid of China's control. These people are not dead yet."

Such a lack of compassion made Chen Tianhua very embarrassed, but no one supported Chen Tianhua's opinion. Even Shang Yuan, who had a quite "honest and kind" personality, did not support Chen Tianhua, "Only when truly standing with the people can an organization have vitality. We have undertaken all weapons for the Korean guerrillas, as well as most of the food supply. What else do they want us to do? A liter of rice breeds gratitude, a dou of rice breeds hatred (giving a little help brings gratitude, giving too much help brings resentment). Giving Korea too much is just asking for trouble for ourselves."

"Why do you say that?" You Gou was curious.

Qi Huishen replied: "Because Koreans only want the result of liberation now. If we satisfy this result directly, Koreans will think that begging strong countries is useful, and even think that they can play strong countries in the palm of their hands. Today they beg China for liberation; tomorrow, heaven knows for what purpose they will go to beg some other strong country. I don't think this is good for Korea either."

You Gou didn't like to beg for anything since childhood, and there was no such environment in the People's Party, so it took quite a while for her to have some basic concepts in her mind. When she figured it out, You Gou couldn't help laughing: "Indeed so. If Korea begs us again after liberation, asking us to help them build the country as rich as China, we certainly can't do it. Other countries take the opportunity to fool Korea, and I'm afraid they will follow other countries."

"Small countries are like this; it can't be helped." Shang Yuan laughed.

After discussing the Korean situation coldly, Chen Ke turned the targeting angle completely to Japan, "We reached an agreement with Russia. In order to help Russia attract firepower, they decided to recognize our sovereignty over North Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands. A large part of these islands are under Japanese control. Now we are going to stir up a hornet's nest. The British are unwilling to unilaterally change any situation, so we can only maintain these disputes first."

"Should we drag the United States into the water?" Zhang Yu asked.

"No need to trouble the Americans." Chen Ke replied, "Besides, the United States has already entered the water long ago; where does dragging the United States into the water come from?"

"So, the United States might also stab us in the back?" Zhang Yu said a very serious topic with a relaxed expression.

"Ride a donkey and read the songbook—wait and see. As long as our own industrial development doesn't go wrong, nothing is a problem." You Gou was surprisingly confident about this.

You Gou was indeed right; the smooth development of industry could indeed solve most problems. The biggest reason why Japan was jumping up and down right now was that their industry had big problems.

After the end of World War I, an economic crisis soon appeared in the world. Except for the People's Party, other countries in the world that made a fortune in World War I all encountered economic crises.

The biggest characteristic of capitalist countries is "profit-driven." Government and capital consortia actively investing in long-term scientific research and development was something after the Great Depression. Now all scientific and technological research and economic actions revolve around profit as the sole purpose without exception, and it is short-term profit.

The United States was fine; after all, it had a huge industrial system and strong agricultural production. Europe lacked food after the war, and the US grain production sector obtained rich profits. But Japan had a thin foundation and weak industrial capability. Without orders flying like snowflakes, Japan immediately fell into a comprehensive economic crisis.

Takahashi Korekiyo immediately adopted corresponding economic adjustments, compressing military expenses, devaluing the yen, and the government coming forward to undertake the high-risk southward cooperation strategy. According to Takahashi Korekiyo's plan, Japan would solve Japan's domestic problems by increasing its share in the US and Southeast Asian markets.

However, this time he was not as lucky as last time. Not only was the Japanese Army opposing Takahashi Korekiyo, but even the Navy Department began to oppose Takahashi Korekiyo.

In the Western Pacific, there was not only the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. After the United States intervened in the Western Pacific and maintained a fairly close relationship with China, Japan, as Britain's strategic pillar, immediately felt strong pressure. There was the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on land and the US fleet at sea. Even though the wolf-like northern neighbor Russia was in a bad situation now, Japan had no ability to occupy the lands in the far north.

The Army's northward plan was rejected. The Emperor's chamberlain simply mocked behind his back, "What are we conquering there for? To hunt bears for His Majesty the Emperor?"

Pressure from the Army was easier to deal with. To maintain strategic advantages over China, plus Britain's instigation, Japan participated in the shipbuilding competition with Britain. The Navy Department forcefully proposed a huge naval plan to establish two "Eight-Eight Fleets."

Takahashi Korekiyo strongly opposed it, which naturally encountered fierce backlash from the Navy Department. Seeing that the situation could no longer be changed, Takahashi Korekiyo simply announced that he would not run for Prime Minister again after his term expired. The Japanese political situation immediately became turbulent.
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PS: Recently, the home renovation has entered the most annoying final stage, and the update is unstable. Please understand.

For a prime minister who is about to leave office and has publicly announced that he will not participate in the next prime minister election, life should have been quite comfortable. No one deliberately confronts Takahashi Korekiyo anymore, and no one troubles Takahashi Korekiyo because of urgent state affairs. Anyway, the most urgent thing for Japan now is the candidate for the next prime minister.

Takahashi Korekiyo also has no intention of withdrawing from politics. Various forces, including the Imperial Palace, the Army Department, the Navy Department, and the Diet, have spoken to Takahashi Korekiyo, hoping that he can serve as the Finance Minister after stepping down as prime minister. Theoretically, Takahashi Korekiyo only needs to wait to bow and step down, and then go to the Ministry of Finance to continue doing what he is best at.

However, things are not that simple. Takahashi Korekiyo wanted to spend the last few days of his prime minister term easily, but political matters still came one after another.

The biggest difference between Takahashi Korekiyo and other politicians is their way of thinking about solving problems. The current mainstream thinking in Japan has a strong characteristic, that is, domestic problems are solved abroad. Since the countries surrounding Japan are all truly major powers—China, Russia, Britain, and even the United States desperately infiltrating the Western Pacific—the strength of each country is above Japan. Except for Britain, China, Russia, and the United States all hold hostility towards Japan. Most Japanese political figures believe that Japan must expand to obtain stability, and Japan must seize every opportunity to implement expansion.

Therefore, Takahashi Korekiyo himself is a minority in Japanese politics. He does not oppose expansion, but believes that expansion should obey the pace of Japan solving internal problems, rather than all activities within Japan obeying the needs of expansion.

So several things placed in front of Japanese Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo are full of controversy. The first thing is about Kolchak moving east. Although lacking coordination, the Entente Powers have an agreement on attacking Russia. Churchill, who served as the British Secretary of State for War during the siege of Soviet Russia, claimed after the operation ended that he served as the organizer of the "Fourteen-Nation Attack" on the Soviet Republic.

China and the United States can completely ignore the orders of Churchill and Britain, but Japan dares not do so. After Kolchak was defeated west of the Ural Mountains and driven across the Ural Mountains to the vast and wild eastern part of Russia, he did not decide to establish a base on the spot, but continued all the way east, seeking refuge with Japan according to Britain's "suggestion," striving to make a comeback.

After more than half a year of marching, more than a million people under Kolchak actually arrived in the Pacific region. Kolchak's envoy demanded that Japan honor its promise to Britain and help Kolchak gain a foothold in the Far East.

Japan is very troubled by this. After the Russian Revolution, Japan certainly hoped to make a big fortune in the Far East. Hope is always too fragile. First, they fell into a protracted public security war in Korea. The crazy plunder of the Army Department in Korea led to fierce resistance from Koreans. Korean guerrillas fiercely attacked Japanese mining areas in northern Korea, tore up railways, blew up bridges, and attacked and destroyed scattered Japanese strongholds. This forced most of Japan's troops to be used to deal with the Korean problem.

And China marched north, fighting all the way to the vicinity of Nerchinsk, occupying vast lands. These areas occupied by China relied entirely on railway transportation, and the ship cannons of the Japanese Navy could not even threaten the Chinese. The Japanese Army Department did not want to fight a big war with China in these northern regions at all, so Japan only seized the northern part of Vladivostok.

Even this harvest could not be enjoyed by Japan alone. The US Navy sent troops demonstratively in the name of the joint dispatch of troops by the Entente Powers and also landed in the northern part of Vladivostok. China and the United States firmly blocked Japan's road to the north.

So whether it was the Japanese Army Department or the Navy Department, they all found Takahashi Korekiyo for a meeting, preparing to discuss this "once-in-a-lifetime opportunity."

Reaching this current situation, Takahashi Korekiyo didn't care about anything anymore. The Army Department shouted the loudest, and Takahashi Korekiyo poured a bucket of cold water on their heads, "Although I don't understand military affairs, as far as the common sense I know is concerned, rather than the army landing on the Far East coast and fighting a war with China which has railway transportation advantages, it would be more money-saving to cross the Sino-Japanese border line of the Yalu River directly and go to war with China."

Hearing this, the Army Department fell silent. Theoretically, this was the best way. China's march into the Far East relied entirely on the Northeast they had already seized as a base. The best way to seize the Far East was to seize Northeast China. The only problem was that the Japanese Army Department had no ability to do this at all.

The Japanese Navy Department did not want to invite humiliation. The navy could at most seize a few ports and was powerless to complete the plan of seizing the Far East alone.

Seeing that the military department yielded with difficulty, Takahashi Korekiyo did not continue to act as a hero verbally. He said: "The most important thing now is to quickly figure out Kolchak's situation."
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"Who is an engineer? Who has an engineer's professional certificate! Come over here!" "Who can read! Sign up here!" ...... ......

At the "border" between China and Russia in the Far East, there was a large temporary campsite. This was a simple camp built using the terrain. It was so simple that there were only bonfires, and everyone slept on the ground. Although the Russians defended the camp with live ammunition, the Chinese soldiers didn't care. The Russians didn't have many weapons in their hands, and ammunition was even less sufficient for threatening large-scale battles. So the Chinese soldiers looked cheerful, holding loudspeakers, shouting to the Russian crowd in fluent or not-so-fluent Russian. The Russians looked coldly one by one, watching the "recruiting" Chinese soldiers with numb expressions.

Those shouting were all wearing Chinese military uniforms. Some were Chinese, and some were Russians with high noses and deep eyes. Their fluent Russian was enough to prove this. The Russians still following Kolchak even recognized that some of them were Russians who chose to defect to the People's Party in the border area between Russia and Western Mongolia a few months ago.

"This is the last chance. After the weather gets cold, the Sino-Russian border will be blocked. At that time, there will be no chance to enter China for refuge." Not only public recruitment, but some Russians in plain clothes began lobbying within Kolchak's team.

This Russian team, which had fled thousands of miles from the Ural Mountains to the Far East, now had less than 500,000 people left. Centered on the gold train escorted by Kolchak, this team fled all the way from west to east. The Red Army had no intention of letting Kolchak go. Trotsky's troops were pursuing desperately behind Kolchak. If it weren't because Trotsky's troops also had to take into account the border issue with China, Kolchak would probably have been wiped out long ago.

Dropping out, fleeing, the number of people in Kolchak's troops became fewer and fewer. Especially at the junction entering China's Outer Mongolia, the Chinese army defended China's border line on one hand, and sold some supplies to Kolchak's side on the other, while also recruiting engineers and technical personnel from Kolchak's team.

At least more than 100,000 Russians chose to leave the team and follow the Chinese. Most of those who left brought their families, and there were also some nobles with weak wills. Those who did not choose to leave continued to move forward with difficulty, relying on gold to buy food and daily necessities from China.

Arriving at Irkutsk near Lake Baikal, Kolchak's troops refused to continue advancing. Firstly, the Chinese army had blocked the railway from here to the east. They told Kolchak that the land ahead was already Chinese territory. Although the number of Chinese troops was not very large, Kolchak's troops, who had fled thousands of kilometers, no longer had the will to fight.

After negotiating with the Chinese army commander Hua Xiongmao, Kolchak paid the price of 100 tons of gold and obtained China's approval for passage. Not only providing approval, the Chinese even thoughtfully provided train transportation services to Kolchak's team. Those still loyal to Kolchak continued to move east with Kolchak, but some people firmly chose to stay in Irkutsk. According to the records left by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, these Russians cried but refused to take another step east. Led by the bishop and others in the team, they cried and prayed in churches or other places all day long. They would rather waste time like this, would rather be caught and shot by the pursuing Russian Red Army, than take another step forward.

The Central Military Commission ordered the 9th Group Army in Outer Mongolia not to participate in Russia's internal problems. Hua Xiongmao certainly knew how cruel class struggle was. However, compassion is common to all men. Except for never letting go of guys who owed blood debts to the people, the People's Party's killing was all on the battlefield, not engaging in massacres against this bunch of guys who had completely lost their will to fight.

Hua Xiongmao immediately ordered the troops to retreat. The order of the Central Military Commission allowing no resistance was certainly one reason, but having been in the central government for so long, Hua Xiongmao sniffed something very disturbing from the order. Before retreating, a small number of Russians secretly handed their children to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, asking them to take the children away to China. Hua Xiongmao agreed on his own initiative.

Not long after, facts proved that the order of the Central Military Commission was by no means groundless worry. The cavalry of the Red Army pursuit troops drove many Russians to the new Sino-Russian border and shot the fleeing ones on the spot near the new border. Survivors who fled to China recounted the merciless slaughter of Russian counter-revolutionaries by the Russian Red Army in Irkutsk.

Saying Lake Baikal turned red, saying corpses piled up like mountains. Hua Xiongmao didn't believe this bullshit. The south bank of Lake Baikal was under Chinese control, and the lake water was still blue, with no sign of turning red at all. The Russian Red Army did arrest these people, and the Russian Red Army also purchased a lot of grain from the Chinese side. Judging from the total amount of grain, it should include the basic rations for the captured personnel on the Russian side. It was proper to shoot some counter-revolutionaries with huge crimes, but Hua Xiongmao absolutely did not believe that the Russian Red Army could shoot all two or three hundred thousand people.

From Irkutsk to the west coast of the Pacific, the Russians crossed the two control areas of Hua Xiongmao's Outer Mongolia Military Region and the New Northeast Military Region. When Hua Xiongmao met Mu Husan, the commander of the Northern Command of the New Northeast Military Region, to hand over work, the two reached a common conclusion about the fact that the People's Party did not seize Kolchak's gold at all, "The Central Committee is really far-sighted."

Mu Husan said calmly: "This batch of gold is like a magnet, condensing Kolchak's subordinates into a group. To protect the safety of this batch of gold, they will definitely choose to leave our territory. We have absolutely no need to covet things that didn't belong to us originally."

Hua Xiongmao had heard of Mu Husan's great name long ago. It is hard for young comrades to avoid being eager for quick success and instant benefits. Being completely unmoved by immediate interests like Mu Husan was actually a rare thing. Hua Xiongmao replied: "Saying not greedy is a lie, but being able to get rid of trouble is the best thing. Kolchak's gold happens to attract fire from other countries for us. The new frontier is so big; thank God if nothing happens."

At the end of August 1921, after Kolchak's troops arrived in the Far East, sure enough, as Hua Xiongmao and Mu Husan expected, they purchased a part of grain and other daily necessities again, and then continued north. judging by the posture, they wanted to run to the north of the new Sino-Russian border as soon as possible.

The People's Party conducted the last "recruitment" among these people, but few chose to join the People's Party. People who could run all the way from the Ural Mountains to the Western Pacific had had multiple opportunities to break away. Having arrived at the Western Pacific, how could they choose to defect to the Chinese army flying the hammer and sickle flag?

"Commander, the Russians have accelerated their retreat north." The political commissar greatly appreciated Mu Husan's judgment. Before implementing "solicitation" to Kolchak's subordinates, the Party Committee strongly suspected that a large number of Russians would defect to China. However, the Russians not only didn't defect to the Chinese but left quickly instead, which saved everyone trouble.

Mu Husan didn't want to be complacent at all. Before meeting Hua Xiongmao, Mu Husan was very worried that the most senior soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would ask Mu Husan to get as much as possible from Kolchak. However, an old revolutionary is an old revolutionary. After taking what should be taken, Hua Xiongmao's reasonable and restrained attitude indeed made Mu Husan completely relieved. What Hua Xiongmao considered first was stabilizing the border of the Republic, not the benefits and achievements that bit of gold could bring.

Compared with inside the pass (Guandong), the Northeast was already deadly cold. After entering September, the area responsible by the Northern Command of the New Northeast Military Region showed a trend of significant cooling earlier than the traditional Northeast region. While the "Autumn Tiger" (Indian summer) in September was raging inside the pass, the northern region of the Republic had to start comprehensive preparations for winter equipment to survive the half-year-long winter. Although not intending to explain for the Manchu Qing, Mu Husan somewhat understood why the Manchu Qing gave up these areas so easily. To maintain a military presence in such a place required strong national power. If not for the hundreds of thousands of railway soldiers in the Northeast who did not engage in grain production at all but specialized in building railways, Mu Husan absolutely did not believe that he could maintain the existence of tens of thousands of troops on such a long border line in the dead of winter.

In such an area, maintaining the "existence" of tens of thousands of troops capable of engaging in war in winter was itself a terrible job.

According to intelligence, Kolchak's destination was the area in the easternmost part of Russia from the Lena River to the Kamchatka Peninsula. The Russians with rich winter experience should have only two choices: either quickly establish a winter camp here, or enter other countries from these areas. No matter what they chose, in the winter when traffic was almost cut off, the Chinese New Northeast Command had to tighten its nerves and guard against any variables that might appear.

Compared with these troubles, Mu Husan felt that gold was not worth mentioning at all.

The attitude of the two northern military region commanders made the Military Commission feel very relieved. The Central Military Commission couldn't say directly that if the two commanders were full of plans to make contributions and establish careers, executing orders overtly while violating them covertly, and secretly targeting Kolchak's gold, the Central Military Commission could only dismiss them and investigate.

The recent situation in Asia was very subtle. Except for the Republic and areas maintaining close trade relations with the Republic, other countries and regions fell into economic crisis. When imperialist countries encountered such problems, they always transferred domestic contradictions to foreign countries. China must absolutely not become the target of public criticism at this time.

The US side had repeatedly proposed to China whether it was willing to participate in the dismantling of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance with the United States. This matter triggered considerable controversy within the People's Party. Chen Ke was trying hard to unify opinions within the party through this matter and make an overall adjustment to future strategic planning. If they touched Kolchak's gold, which the United States, Britain, Japan, and Soviet Russia all paid attention to, the People's Party would immediately encounter opposition from all surrounding countries.

Chen Ke looked grim at the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo, and what he said was indeed greatly beyond the comrades' expectations, "I personally think maintaining the status quo has its practical significance. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance certainly has a restrictive effect on China, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is now on the defensive, and this alliance itself faces great challenges from the United States. Our China is also developing rapidly. Within a few years, this alliance will become a noose around the necks of Britain and Japan. It is necessary to allow the existence of this alliance at this stage."

"Die early, reincarnate early! What's wrong with dissolving this alliance now and replacing it with a future Sino-US alliance?" You Gou was a relatively radical one. Facing the direct threat of the Japanese fleet to important coastal cities, what You Gou wanted to solve most first was the Japanese navy problem.

"Those who die first have it easy; those who die later have it hard! So we have to let the Anglo-Japanese Alliance die later, and not let them die first." Chen Ke said.

"Why absolutely cannot trust the United States?" Shang Yuan asked. The United States did not really work for China's interests at the Paris Peace Conference, and Shang Yuan was also quite dissatisfied with Americans. However, the cooperative relationship between China and the United States indeed shared a lot of pressure for China. Chen Ke expressed a firm sense of distrust towards the United States in his attitude, which Shang Yuan had to ask clearly.

"Cannot trust the United States because of the principle of consistency among the powers." Zhang Yu took over the conversation, "Once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is broken up, a brand-new system of consistency among the powers must be established in the Pacific region. Where exactly is the biggest conflict between Americans and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance? I think everyone should understand."

"The biggest contradiction in the Pacific now is the navy issue." Chen Tianhua also began to express his support for Chen Ke, "Our navy can't even defend itself, let alone participate in the new Pacific system. Rather than breaking up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, it is better to let the Anglo-Japanese Alliance continue to exist. We must fully utilize the contradictions among imperialist countries."

You Gou didn't expect that no one in the Standing Committee of the Politburo supported her stance. This result surprised You Gou very much. She couldn't help asking: "The United States does not have the ability to threaten our territory. Even with consistency among the powers, we should be able to withstand the pressure."

Chen Ke explained: "The status quo already conforms to our greatest interests. What benefit does changing the current situation rashly bring to us? The purpose of the powers reaching a new system is to regulate future order, and their consistency will inevitably target China. At that time, China loses the cooperative relationship with the United States and loses the de facto trade system with Britain. This is equivalent to losing interests both inside and outside. What benefit does this have for us?"

"The realistic situation is that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is indeed threatening us, and we and Japan may not necessarily avoid a showdown in a short time. At that time, we will unilaterally bear the blows of Japan and Britain, and Americans may not necessarily refrain from hitting us when we are down." You Gou was not without her own considerations.

Chen Ke agreed very much with You Gou's attitude towards the United States. He laughed: "Since we don't trust Americans, why not keep the Anglo-Japanese Alliance that Americans are trying hard to break up? The Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not only our shackles but also shackles against the United States. We don't need to risk the United States becoming our adversary. Some troublesome things must also be tolerated temporarily."

Since this issue had obtained the consent of the vast majority of Standing Committee members, and You Gou did not oppose it extremely, tolerating the continued existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance became the diplomatic direction in the near future.

Chen Ke discussed the issue of the unfriendly neighbor in the north again, "News from Europe says Tukhachevsky was defeated under the city of Warsaw. Russia's effort to attack Western Europe failed. If no special changes occur, the Russian situation has been determined. Before long, Russia will circle its territory with the current border line."

"What impact does this have on us? Will Russia go back on its word?" Shang Yuan was very heartbroken about the huge amount of funds invested in the north. If investment continued, it would be too regrettable.

"Beaten like that, what guts does Russia have to open another front in the East?" Zhang Yu was very sharp, "Will Britain and France refocus their energy on a global scale?"

"Yes. We have to be prepared for Britain's re-layout on a global scale." Chen Ke expressed agreement with Zhang Yu's answer.
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The defeat of Russia in the Battle of Warsaw was, in a sense, a milestone in the Russian Revolution. Poland claimed that it had been destroyed, but in fact, the Kingdom of Poland still existed theoretically, only that the Russian Tsar concurrently held the position of King of Poland. If it had really been completely partitioned and the original Polish area turned into provinces of Prussia, Austria, and Russia, Poland could not have successfully restored its country 123 years after its complete destruction.

After restoring the country, Poland fully exposed its nature as a doormat. At that time, the ruling leader Pilsudski tried to restore the border between Poland and Russia in 1772, so he launched an attack on Soviet Russia. With the support of the Entente Powers, the Polish vanguard fought all the way to Kiev. The Russian Red Army launched a comprehensive counterattack against the Polish invaders and drove the Polish army back to Poland.

After withstanding the attack of the Entente Powers, the Russian Communist Party led by Lenin also believed it necessary to change the original policy. If they could eliminate Poland, the biggest running dog of the Entente Powers, they could not only recover lost territories but also completely change the situation in Europe. Workers in Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia refused to load munitions aiding Poland onto trains, and workers at British docks demanded that the British government immediately end the war with Soviet Russia. Once the Polish problem was solved, post-war domestic contradictions in various countries were like powder kegs, and tremendous changes would occur immediately in Europe.

The Entente Powers certainly knew this terrible result. Britain and France desperately sent materials to Poland through the port of Danzig, and Poland's strong idiotic spirit also played a positive role at this time.

The Russian Communist Party also encountered its own problems at this time. Comrade Lenin was in poor health, and fierce "discussions" took place within the party regarding the position of successor. Comrade Stalin had a tough personality and was really not popular in the party. Therefore, Comrade Stalin, who performed well in the early stage of the Polish campaign, was later replaced by Tukhachevsky in command, which planted the root of disaster for the failure of the Polish campaign.

Tukhachevsky was indecisive and full of plans to fight a beautiful battle. Several years later, when the Central Military Commission of the People's Party analyzed the failure of the Polish campaign, it concluded: "A perfect campaign and a victorious campaign are never the same thing. Perfection is an evaluation after the fact, while victory is always the full utilization of the conditions currently in hand. Tukhachevsky's performance in the Polish campaign proved that he was not an excellent frontline commander. When a military commander falls into the thinking trap of wanting to fight a beautiful battle, he deviates from the thinking mode of seeking truth from facts..."

Pilsudski did not have Tukhachevsky's problem. This soldier from an unorthodox background thought only about how to effectively use the cards currently in his hand. He didn't even have any illusions about the combat capability and morale of his troops. So when facing the Iron Stalin, Pilsudski was repeatedly frustrated. Tukhachevsky, however, discovered various "disadvantages" of the Russian Red Army and tried to eliminate the bad influence caused by disadvantages first before fighting a textbook-like "perfect victory."

Having experienced various difficulties and hardships, Pilsudski, who only wanted the substance of victory and not the good looks of face, was overjoyed when he found that the Polish army still had the will to fight. He immediately formulated a military plan targeting the current war situation, risking huge risks to fiercely strike the troops commanded by Tukhachevsky. Tukhachevsky's troops were defeated, and the Russian Red Army had to withdraw from Poland. Russia's effort to change the European situation through war failed.

Throughout 1921, major countries in the world were working hard to clean up the situation after World War I. The Polish campaign ended, and the Russian border line basically stabilized. On the vast sea, competition became doubly fierce.

Britain pursued the idea of the number one navy, meaning that the British fleet should overwhelm the sum of the second and third navies. Relying on its rapidly expanding industrial and financial strength, the United States issued a challenge to Britain, the world's number one naval power. US Secretary of the Navy Daniels declared that one hundred and thirty-seven warships would be built within five years to "build the strongest and best navy in the world."

Unwilling to be outdone, British Prime Minister Lloyd George stated: "Great Britain would rather spend the last penny to maintain naval superiority over the United States or any other country."

In order to compete with the United States and Britain, Japan ambitiously formulated the Eight-Eight Fleet Plan, that is, possessing two powerful fleets, each with eight capital ships, updated every eight years.

Immediately after, France and Italy also excitedly joined this competition. In this way, the powers built one ship while others built two. From the Atlantic and Mediterranean to the Pacific, an arms race without smoke became increasingly fierce.

But not long after, the powers began to taste the bitterness of the arms race. With the launch of warships one by one, military expenditures increased sharply, and the finances of various countries were stretched.

Britain was the first unable to keep up. It had long been financially exhausted by the war, and now struggling to join the arms race was truly miserable. Japan was also powerless. In order to implement the Eight-Eight Fleet Plan, naval appropriations accounted for one-third of the entire national budget. Although the United States was wealthy, it was not easy to truly overwhelm Britain and Japan.

Starting in 1920, the economic crisis spreading across capitalist countries broke out, and the call for disarmament from the people of various countries became higher and higher. The naval arms race of the powers fell into a dilemma.

The United States then convened a peace conference, hoping to solve the situation caused by the arms race. Receiving the invitation from the United States, the Chinese side quickly replied to the United States, "China's naval strength is too weak to participate in such a meeting."

This was the truth. China had no plan for large-scale construction of surface warships in the near future. The Central Military Commission of the People's Party formulated the naval development idea of "Air, Submarine, Fast." Aircraft, submarines, and torpedo boats were the future development direction of the Chinese Navy. The construction of large surface ships was all focused on civilian vessels.

Chen Ke never had the romance of a decisive battle with large battleship formations. The goal of the future Republic was a war centered on aircraft carrier formations and large-scale ocean-going submarines. In Chen Ke's thinking, battleships were mainly for bombardment, not decisive weapons. In that case, whether to participate in the naval treaty seemed very meaningless.

But the Americans didn't think so. China did not gain real benefits at the Paris Peace Conference. Regardless of how the People's Party solved problems such as concessions within China, at least in terms of law, the concession and legal issues between China and the powers were still unresolved. To break up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the support of China must be relied upon in the Western Pacific.

So the United States invited China to join the Washington Conference again. At the same time, it promised that the United States would do its best to help China solve "historical legacy" problems. At the same time, it promised that the United States would strive for a relatively good naval quota for China.

As a last resort, the Chinese side finally dispatched a delegation to the United States to attend the conference.

Gu Weijun attended the meeting as the deputy head of the Chinese delegation this time, and the head was Minister of Commerce Wang Bin. Wang Bin's work was not military negotiation, but trying to lobby various countries to establish a Pacific trade zone.

In November 1921, the Washington Conference was finally convened.

From the seating arrangement at the conference, one could also see the subtle aspects. The United States, the world's number one industrial power, sat with China, the world's number one populous country. Representatives of Britain and Japan sat together. The two emerging major powers, China and the United States, were already the most powerful industrial countries on the east and west coasts of the Pacific. In 1921, the crude steel output of the United States reached the level of 20 million tons, and China barely broke through the level of 5 million tons by holding its breath.

The economic crisis dealt a heavy blow to the industrial strength of capitalist countries. You know, in 1920, the crude steel output of the United States exceeded 42 million tons, and Britain also had a level of 9 million tons. In 1921, the crude steel output of the United States was only half of that in 1920, and Britain simply fell to 3.7 million tons. As a little partner of Britain, Japan's crude steel output increased year by year, roughly 450,000 tons in 1921. This amount was not even one-tenth of China's.

Representatives of the United States, Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal, and China gathered together. Looking at the representatives of various countries, Gu Weijun felt quite uncomfortable in his heart. Most of these nine countries participated in the Eight-Power Allied Forces twenty years ago, and China was the object of the Eight-Power Allied Forces' aggression. Now in this meeting to formulate the future order of the Pacific, China still did not have the power to dominate the situation.

Of course, Gu Weijun knew this idea was quite silly. Britain, France, and the United States facing China were all old capitalist countries. If Gu Weijun's goal twenty years ago was to completely abolish unequal treaties and let China obtain its own liberation, today, this goal has basically been achieved.

The rise of China did not make Gu Weijun feel satisfied. He found that his current hope was for China to reach or even surpass the status of these powers, and ultimately exist as a world leader or even ruler. Just like now Gu Weijun completely disregarded Belgium, the Netherlands, and Portugal.

As a pawn of Britain, plus their petty-minded personality, at the beginning of the meeting, when the Japanese representative spoke, he brought up old matters again, demanding China fulfill the obligations of international treaties. Gu Weijun was a young man after all, and he quickly adapted to the changes in China. If Gu Weijun was still somewhat afraid of Japan's clamor at the Paris Peace Conference, now he didn't care about this at all. If it weren't because the Chinese representative was Wang Bin, Gu Weijun would have immediately demanded tit-for-tat that Japan get out of China's Lushun (Port Arthur).

Wang Bin was not so excited. He said slowly: "Since we are here to discuss the naval limitation agreement, I think the Pacific region should have a more peaceful attitude. For example, simply limit the existence of battleships and cruisers in the Pacific. Let there be no such large warships in the entire Pacific. I think this will bring more peace to the world."

The reaction of other naval powers to Wang Bin's words could only be described in one word: contempt. On the contrary, the Netherlands and Portugal, especially the Dutch representative, showed a smile of approval. The Dutch representative knew that he was here to make up the numbers anyway, and whatever he said was like saying nothing. He simply smashed the broken jar (gave up trying) and said: "I support the view of the Chinese representative."

The mouse actually wanted to bell the cat. Wang Bin's "absurd proposal" was immediately rejected by the naval powers.

At such a high-level meeting, what was least needed was "face." Even though the proposal was rejected, Wang Bin didn't have the slightest expression of embarrassment. Since he couldn't bell the cat, Wang Bin began to shamelessly propose the next proposal. "My country's shipbuilding capability is very backward. Since the purpose of limiting the navy is to achieve balance, and it is a balance of force, then my country must guarantee our naval combat balance. On this point, I think it is necessary for my country to declare in advance."

Without Wang Bin's special emphasis, all countries knew that China's shipbuilding capability was very backward. And Wang Bin shamelessly proposed the theory of balance of force, clearly wanting to stake a claim. The British representative said in a mocking tone: "I wonder what level the Chinese side hopes to achieve?"

"The tonnage of capital ships should be at least 120% of the Japanese Navy, and of course, our side hopes it to be 150% of the Japanese Navy." Wang Bin said unashamedly.

As soon as this number was mentioned, the faces of representatives from all countries changed. Even in a shameless interest meeting, Wang Bin's shamelessness had almost broken through the lower limit.

"China already has 5.5 million army troops! We will absolutely not allow China to possess so many naval forces again!" The Japanese representative almost roared.

Facing the frantic Japanese representative, Wang Bin laughed heartily: "There are many countries that know the situation of our China, and I also know that there is an evaluation of the Chinese army in many countries. Our Chinese Army is called a slave army. Among our 5.5 million troops, the number of engineering corps and railway corps exceeds 3.5 million. These troops are responsible for China's railway construction and infrastructure construction. The time for military training is far less than the time for doing engineering work. Even for the remaining troops, at least half a year in a year is engaged in infrastructure construction work. Building roads, repairing canals; every harvest time during the busy farming season, the troops even have to help farmers harvest. I say to you proudly that our army is more like a militia. Their task is to defend the people and build a better life together with the people, not like your motherlands, building a professional army armed to the teeth."

Hearing Wang Bin say this, the British representative couldn't bear it anymore and said: "Then I would like to ask your side to explain why this militia of yours invites so many German soldiers to China for military training. As far as we know, German soldiers have a very high evaluation of your country's army, believing that your country's army possesses extremely high combat effectiveness."

"Not German soldiers, but former German soldiers." Wang Bin corrected immediately. The military cooperation between former German soldiers and China was not too secret. Nearly a thousand former generals, former field officers, and former company officers with rich combat experience formed a simulated German General Staff and command system, which opened the eyes of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The Germans who could start a world war definitely did not have an undeserved reputation. Military technologies tempered by years of military theoretical accumulation and actual combat gave the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army a lot of inspiration.

Similarly, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which always adhered to mobile warfare, also left a deep impression on the German army. Strong offensive spirit, flexible and varied column tactics—the Germans even rejoiced greatly that the Chinese had no interest in participating in the World War. If such an army of millions appeared on the European battlefield, Germany would inevitably pay a heavy price.

Both sides learned from each other on assault tactics, especially summarizing World War I tactics on assault warfare with high-intensity firepower density. The British obviously collected intelligence on these cooperations.

Participating countries also knew more or less about this intelligence. Japan and Britain publicly threw out this intelligence, which had no impact on China at all. However, hearing about 5.5 million troops and the military training of the Chinese Army by the German Army, other countries changed their faces almost simultaneously.

As a result, the meeting on the first day almost became a verbal questioning and even a verbal crusade against China.

Gu Weijun was still green. When encountering almost unanimous opposition from the powers, his heartbeat still accelerated a lot. Wang Bin acted as if nothing happened, only emphasizing one thing, "We China have had too many experiences in recent decades, and these experiences make us sure of one thing. We must be able to defend China's security."

After the meeting that day, Gu Weijun asked Wang Bin with uncontrollable nervousness how to proceed with the negotiations later.

"Comrade Gu Weijun, we said at the Paris Peace Conference that a country's strength and potential are not the same thing. At the Paris Peace Conference, we had potential at most. Now what Britain and other countries oppose is the strength we possess." Wang Bin didn't waver at all because of being attacked by other countries during the day.

"But doesn't this give other countries various excuses?" Gu Weijun continued to ask.

Wang Bin laughed: "That's because other countries have seen little and regard it as strange. Let's not talk about the total number; let's calculate per capita with them! As soon as per capita is calculated, we can see who among these countries is truly militaristic!"

"Calculate per capita..." Gu Weijun felt a sense of enlightenment.
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In the era without nuclear weapons, the ultimate big killer, the capital ships of the navy were the nuclear weapons of that time. When the Washington Conference was convened, all countries genuinely wanted to end war, at least the wars between major powers. The World War I that just ended left overly tragic memories for the world. In just four or five years, war plus the flu killed nearly 100 million people in Europe and America. Unless one was a guy determined to destroy the world, no one wanted such a situation to happen again.

Therefore, when Britain and Japan revealed that China had 5.5 million active military personnel, this terrifying number frightened other countries enough. The total population of men, women, old and young in Belgium did not add up to 5.5 million, and the populations of the Netherlands and Portugal were also very limited. As for Britain, France, and Japan, 5.5 million people equaled one-tenth of their population. China's population was five times that of the United States, and the United States also felt afraid from the bottom of its heart hearing the number of China's 5.5 million strong army.

For China, per capita is always a big killer. With a population of 600 million, China's military expenditure and even the proportion of soldiers in the total population were much lower than those of Britain, France, and Japan. Taking France as an example, France had a population of 40 million and an army of 800,000. The proportion of military service was as high as 2%. China's was less than 1%. Moreover, according to Wang Bin, the actual number of China's field army was less than 1.2 million, accounting for 0.2% of China's population. France's military service proportion was 10 times that of China.

The proportion of the army in the population and the proportion of military expenditure in national income of all major industrial countries were much higher than China's. Wang Bin used this data to question other countries about who was truly militaristic. This group mockery was quite big, so much so that countries simply refused to discuss this issue with Wang Bin.

However, Wang Bin was not here to spoil the situation. He concluded gently: "Our country's army is not so much an army as a group of industrial workers with professional skills. China's cultural and educational level is low, so production can only be organized in the mode of an army. Therefore, the armies of various countries are professional armies, while our Chinese army is a militia with conscripts as the main body. Most of the work in the army is labor and study. After retiring and passing through employment guidance, soldiers can become very good ordinary workers. This army exists to defend peace, not to start a war."

Wang Bin spoke with confidence and justice because this was China's reality. But the representatives of various countries listened disapprovingly. In their view, whether the 5.5 million Chinese troops defend peace or start a war, isn't it just an order from the People's Party alone? However, the People's Party's army formation mode explained a doubt of foreign countries: how exactly did China support so many troops? Using the army like "slaves," engaging in production to support themselves when not fighting, and sending them to the battlefield as cannon fodder when fighting. This could indeed save military expenses greatly. As for why Chinese people could be so obedient, representatives of various countries simply attributed it to the "slavish nature" of Chinese people who dared not resist.

In any case, 5.5 million Chinese soldiers were 5.5 million Chinese soldiers after all. It was the Chinese government that supported this army, and it was the Chinese government that provided equipment to this army. Unless declaring war on China, countries really had no way to stop the self-construction of the Chinese Army.

Like all so-called peace conferences in this era, a few major countries decided the direction and topics of the conference. The three naval powers of the Pacific, the United States, Britain, and Japan, held a secret small meeting. Such a scale of the Chinese army made Britain and Japan's demand to maintain the Anglo-Japanese Alliance even stronger. In terms of dissolving the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the stance of the two countries was unwavering. The United States had no way to persuade Britain and Japan either, and could only finally accept the continued existence of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

After all, the number of 5.5 million Chinese army troops was too impactful, and the United States was unwilling to stand on the opposite side of China in a broader multi-national security guarantee way. Everyone was hanging out internationally. Once facing such a scale of Chinese army in a war, all countries hoped that other countries would go to die, while hiding behind to pick peaches (reap benefits).

Japan not only demanded retaining the Anglo-Japanese Alliance relying on the "China threat theory," but also demanded that the naval ratio of Britain, the United States, and Japan be 10:10:7. At the same time, it demanded that China's naval tonnage should not exceed one-third of Japan's.

The US representative was sure that it was absolutely impossible for China to accept this ratio. The fact was just as the United States expected; China demanded to maintain naval capital ship tonnage at least equal to Japan. This time, it wasn't just China raising objections; France and Italy were also extremely dissatisfied with the 2.5 ratio allocated to them. They also demanded to have a ratio equal to Japan.

At this point, Britain and the United States had to make suppressing China the top priority. Wang Bin answered very briskly, "In recent decades, we have suffered so many invasions, and the enemies all came from the sea. We China must be able to defend China's security."

Both Britain and the United States were countries that participated in the Eight-Power Allied Forces 20 years ago, and they felt quite embarrassed about China's request. The US representative asked, "Then what level of security does China pursue exactly?"

"The security of free trade at sea; this is the minimum bottom line." Wang Bin brought out the set of world system advocated by Wilson.

Regardless of what kind of armaments China had, the interest China demanded was actually normal commercial trade. This hit the spot for the US representative.

Looking at the softened expression of the US representative, Wang Bin continued: "The navy issue is fundamentally a trade route protection issue. The Chinese side hopes to solve conflicts among countries within the framework of a Pacific trade agreement. I can tell you clearly that even if we get the same share as Japan, our China doesn't have that much military expenditure to build so many warships. If a peaceful trade system can be established, we can give up the naval ratio equal to Japan that we originally requested."

This was not Wang Bin boasting; the People's Party's attitude on trade was indeed consistent. China was committed to integrating into the world system and the globalized market. On this point, even the British didn't think that the Chinese representative Wang Bin was just perfunctory.

With Wang Bin's diligent lobbying, the naval limitation treaty actually turned into a Pacific trade issue among Britain, the United States, and China. This was also the true essential issue.

Britain dared to brag about anything. After making a pile of meaningless promises to China, Wang Bin finally presented China's bottom line: China accepted a ratio of 4.

"This is absolutely impossible! At most 2!" The British representative immediately rejected China's request as if he had never said any good attitude towards China.

More than a month was spent in various quarrels. Finally, regarding capital ships and aircraft carriers, China made huge concessions. China accepted the condition that the total tonnage of all warships would not exceed 300,000 tons. But Wang Bin stated, "China cannot accept restrictions on ship types. Because China has no experience in building various types of warships at all. For the same warship, other major naval powers may only need three years to build, while we may have to build for ten years. Even if the ships are built, our efficiency in using these warships and our ability to exert the combat level of these warships are far lower than the major naval countries in the world. Therefore, the above request is already the bottom line acceptable to our China. If the above request cannot be accepted, we will not sign this agreement."

"China must accept the agreement." The British representative's attitude was very firm.

Wang Bin continued with a gloomy face: "With our country's current technical level, starting to build ships from now, it will take at least 15 years to manufacture a battleship. Our country does not believe that other countries will transfer battleship technology to our country, so everyone doesn't need to say words that don't mean what they say. All countries are naval powers and definitely know technological development much better than us. Therefore, technical limitations have already strangled our necks, and we cannot accept other more restrictions."

The British and Japanese representatives were certainly unwilling to relax the suppression of China. The Sino-Japanese War and Sino-German military cooperation had proved that if 5.5 million Chinese troops attacked, both Britain and Japan would have to kneel at the places bordering China. If China possessed a powerful navy again, no one in the Western Pacific would be China's opponent.

The United States felt that adding trouble to Britain and Japan was a good thing. Anyway, the United States did not intend to cross the Pacific to fight China's 5.5 million army. Since the Anglo-Japanese Alliance could not be broken up, the United States naturally chose to cause trouble for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The United States expressed support for China's request. All countries knew China's shipbuilding level very well. Investing huge R&D and construction costs in the navy was enough to consume China's national defense funds. All countries were breathless from exhaustion in the shipbuilding competition, and the United States knew very well what cost shipbuilding would incur.

Facing the threat of China withdrawing from the Washington Conference, Britain also felt helpless. Containment of China had been proven unrealistic now. At least the United States, this stick stirring shit, would definitely try every means to collude with China. The British were not afraid of China's navy, which started almost from scratch. For this navy to defend China's own long coastline, it would take at least 20 years, while the term of the naval treaty was 15 years. In these 15 years, Britain was not worried about encountering challenges from the Chinese navy. In addition, containment of China would inevitably cause the interruption of Sino-British trade, and Britain still cared quite a bit about the benefits brought to Britain by Western Pacific trade.

Finally, under the mediation of the United States, the British side finally agreed to China's request.

The Japanese side naturally resolutely refused to accept China's request. If possible, Japan hoped China would have no warships at all. Japan's overly explicit performance actually aroused the aversion of other countries. The purpose of the Washington Conference was to limit navies. Even if a country like China with little navy withdrew from the conference, the real impact would be very limited. On the contrary, if Japan, a Western Pacific naval power, made a scene, it would be destruction to the world situation. Japan soon found that "public opinion" was against it, and all countries demanded Japan face the problem with a rational perspective.

Britain couldn't completely ignore Japan's feelings either. It took the lead in guaranteeing Japan that it would not provide warship construction technology to China. France and other countries were actually waiting for Japan to make trouble. The more Japan made trouble, the more excuses France and other countries would have to blackmail Britain. The United States was the host responsible for convening the meeting. If the meeting broke up, it would lose face greatly.

Finally, the United States proposed prohibiting the proliferation of warship construction technology, which was equivalent to agreeing to the British attitude in disguise. Japan had no choice but to accept this resolution.

Ultimately, the Washington Naval Treaty stipulated that the five countries of Britain, the United States, Japan, France, and Italy would build capital ships in a ratio of 10:10:7:3.5:3.5. Britain and the United States each received a quota of 500,000 tons. In addition, in the construction of aircraft carriers, the United States and Britain received a quota of 135,000 tons. Japan received a quota of 91,000 tons.

China received a quota of 300,000 tons for the total tonnage of all warships. If China wanted to build large warships, it must abide by the limitations of the Washington Treaty on capital ships. However, China could choose the types of ships to build according to its own needs, not limited by the specific number of ships.

The treaty was for 15 years and would expire in 1936.

As soon as the capital ship issue was resolved, the submarine issue was brought to the table. The British suffered from German submarines, so they firmly demanded restrictions on submarine development. The French immediately expressed opposition. Without even needing China to fan the flames in between, Britain and France launched a fierce quarrel.

The British representative said aggressively: "Britain can never allow France, which possesses an army of 800,000, to possess a first-class submarine fleet again!" The French representative countered: "If Britain is willing to cancel capital ships, then we will immediately cancel submarines."

The British representative immediately fought back: "If France, with bases all over the place, possesses a large number of submarines again, the threat to Britain may be many times greater than the threat of Germany to Britain."

The French representative retorted sarcastically: "Britain builds capital ships presumably to catch sardines? Then, why not let poor France also build a few submarines to study seabed plants?"

The Americans wanted to smooth things over, but the British and French didn't buy it at all. After a good quarrel, this matter was simply shelved completely.

After the naval treaty was signed, the Chinese representative immediately raised the issue of Lushun (Port Arthur) Port. Demanding Japan to withdraw from Lushun Port immediately. Now the Japanese representative almost wanted to lie on the ground and roll around making a scene.

Looking at the bear-like appearance of the Japanese representative, Gu Weijun just wanted to tell the Japanese representative, "Roll as far as you can!" This was what Zhang Yu said jokingly before the Chinese delegation departed. Gu Weijun always felt that he was a very passionate person, especially on diplomatic occasions; he always had a tragic generous impulse. Now this young man increasingly found that his elegance seemed to be constantly shrinking, while the impulse to curse grew day by day.

As a Doctor of Law, Gu Weijun studied various international laws intensively. However, after working with these "old revolutionaries" of the People's Party with science and engineering backgrounds for such a period, Gu Weijun realized that the essence of international law is strength. With strength, one can make laws and interpret laws from an angle beneficial to one's own side. In an era where China's strength was simply insufficient to protect itself, apart from verbal justice, China had nothing to rely on.

On the Lushun issue, the United States immediately began to fan the flames, "This is China's internal affair; we will not interfere."

The Japanese representative immediately expressed strong protest against the United States' gloating statement, "This is an international agreement; China is absolutely not allowed to undermine it unilaterally!"

Gu Weijun immediately stated, "China's sovereignty allows no violation. As a member of the Entente Powers, Japan has no reason to station troops in China. This is the essence of international agreements. If so, what is the meaning of fighting together in the same trench? The Japanese side is destroying international conventions, and China has no reason to accept such an agreement."

The quarrel lasted for several days. Japan refused to give in, and China was equally firm in its attitude. And the Washington Conference had already been held for four months, reaching March 1922. Looking at the posture of China and Japan, there were signs of declaring war on each other at the Washington Conference. The United States couldn't let such a result happen anyway. Finally, before things got out of hand, the United States smartly announced the end of the meeting, stating that any issues between two countries could be solved by negotiation between the two countries themselves.

The Washington Conference basically limited the arms race worldwide. It roughly established the dominance of the Versailles system over the entire world. The United States leaped to become a major power capable of contending with Britain, but China also rose as a force not to be ignored in the world.

Several other things also happened in 1922. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army marched into Tibet and approached Lhasa, the local "government" finally clearly expressed obedience to the central government. Then the People's Republic of China was formally founded and provided a new map of China to the whole world. Northern Vladivostok and the Kuril Islands occupied by Japan formally appeared in China's territory.

Under Trotsky's command, the Russian Red Army completely solved Kolchak's troops and finally recaptured about 270 tons of gold. Except for a part of the gold hidden and temporarily unfindable, about 160 tons of gold flowed into China's pockets before and after. But Trotsky was not a petty guy after all. If China had not curbed its greed, heaven knows how much of the 500 tons of gold would be left.

On December 30, 1922, the Soviet Union was formally founded. The eastern end of the World Island was completely composed of socialist countries. Such a variable overwhelmed many "international observers." No one knew where this change would lead the world.
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